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ABBREVIATIONS 

The following abbreviations have been adopted in the thesis 

for the plays which have been selected for detailed textual 

analysis: 

Plays by Marcel 

Plays 

La Chapelle ardente 

Un Homme de Dieu 

Le Monde casse 

Le Dard 

L'Emissaire 

Le Signe de la Croix 

Rome n'est plus dans Rome 

by Sartre 

Les Mouches 

Huis clos 

Les Mains sales 

Le Diable et Ie Bon Dieu 

~ 

Nekrassov 

Les S~guestr~s d'Altona 

Les Troyennes 

CA 

lID 

HC 

D 

E 

SC 

RR 

M 

HC 

MS 

DD 

K 

N 

SA 

T 

Details of the exact edition used for each play are given 

in the footnotes. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The subject of this thesis is the theme of personal identity in 

the theatre of Gabriel Marcel and Jean-Paul Sartre, a theme which is 

central not only to their plays, but to their philosophical work too 

as well as to Sartre's novels and political texts. In short, it is 

central to their whole philosophy of life and thus gives a valuable 

insight into the deep, personal beliefs and convictions of two men 

who have occupied an important place in the intellectual life of 

twentieth century France. At the same time, Marcel, with his pro

foundly religious sensibility and adherence to the Christian faith, 

and Sartre, with his unwavering atheism and gradual rallying to the 

cause of Marxism, provide two very different and challenging 

approaches to this theme. 

The concept of personal identity implies either the possibility 

or the desire for man, as an individual, to attain a state in which 

he experiences a deeply meaningful and enriching relationship with 

himself and with the outside world. Such a state is dynamic and not 

static, that is to say it stems from an experience which can be lived 

but not conceptualised (where this implies abstraction from the 

temporal ebb and flow of human existence). It therefore presupposes 

a certain impermanence, or at least the need for constant vigilance 

and self-renewal on the part of the individual, while, conversely, 

he is faced with the possibility of failing to attain such a state 

and with the threat of a situation in which he may become submerged 

in a large, collective, anonymous group or unit, or in which he 

appears either to himself or to other people as a mere object or 

function devoid of any autonomy, individuality or mystery. In such 

a situation, he continues to have an identity, but it is one which 

is completely depersonalised, and which therefore implies a level 

of existence alien to the truly human or spiritual qualities and 

aspirations of man. This, in fact, is what is understood in this 
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thesis by a state of alienation, - one in which the individual is 

estranged from his real self, whether this be the result of his own 

inner blindness or of hostile social forces. The study of the theme 

of personal identity in the plays of Marcel and Sartre will therefore 

enable us to study two different types of situation: those which lead 

the individual to a state of partial or total alienation, and those 

which lead to partial or total (but not necessarily permanent) ful-

filment or realisation. 

Both Marcel and Sartre have had a significant part to play in the 

development of existentialism in France. This philosophical movement 

has aroused considerable interest in Europe and North America, espec-

ially in the years which immediately followed the end of the Second 

World War and which saw Sartre's sudden emergence as a figure of 

world-wide notoriety. A great number of critical works have been 

written on the philosophy of Marcel and Sartre, and their analysis of 

the individual's place in the world and of those situations or 

experiences which enable him to attain the highest level of personal 

existence has been exhaustively described and evaluated. 1 Most of 

the comparisons of Marcel and Sartre as philosophers are, however, 

made in books which deal generally with existentialism and which 

therefore take into account nineteenth century predecessors like 

Kierkegaard or Nietzsche, or contemporary German philosophers like 

Jaspers and Heidegger. The only book which, to our Imowledge, con-

centrates specifically on the development of existentialism in France 

and on the philosophy of Marcel and Sartre in particular is that by 

F.Kingston.
2 

This book, however, presents the disadvantage of 

1. See, for example, the two books written on Marcel and Sartre in 
the series "Philosophes de tous les temps": J.Parain-Vial, 
Gabriel Marcel, et les niveaux de ltexp~rience, Paris, Seghers, 
1966, and C.Audry, Sartre, et la Realite humaine, Paris, Seghers, 
1966. 

2. French Existentialism: A Christian Critique, Toronto, University 
of Toronto Press, 1961. 
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focussing attention on Sartre's early philosophy and of thus 

failing to take into account his movement towards Marxism, a movement 

which Sartre himself did not try to justify philosophically until the 

late 1950's.3 

It is, however, with Marcel and Sartre as dramatists that this 

thesis is concerned. The interest in Sartre's plays is considerable 

and his dramatic work is discussed in a great number of books dealing 

with the modern theatre. Marcel's dramatic work, on the other hand, 

has received very little attention especially in relation to the 

number of articles and books written about his philosophy. A general 

survey of Marcel's theatre appears in Un Philosophe itin~rant: Gabriel 

4 
Marcel by M.-M.Davy, but the author does not analyse any of the plays 

in detail and claims that ~larcel's conversion in 1929 has not signifi

cantly added to his dramatic work, 5 a claim which, as this thesi's will 

attempt to show, is quite unfounded. A more satisfactory account of 

Marcel's theatre is to be found in E.Sottiaux's Gabriel Harcel, 

* philosophe et dramaturge. This work contains a detailed analysis of 

two of Marcel's plays, - both of which are also studied in this thesis, 

but in view of the fact that Marcel has written over twenty plays, 

E.Sottiaux's discussion of his dramatic work is invariably considerably 

limited. In particular, he is unable to give a "vue d'ensemble" of 

Marcel's plays and of any significant change or evolution in his tpeat-

ment of the theme of personal identity. The only major critical work 

to date which deals fully with Marcel's theatre is J.Chenu's Le th~atre 

de Gabriel Marcel et sa signification m~taphysi9ue.6 There are however, 

3. An article on the relationship between existentialism and Marxism 
was written by Sartre for a Polish review in 1957 and was reprod
uced the same year with considerable modifications in Les Temps 
modernes, no.139, septembre,pp.338-417 and no.140,octobre,pp.658-
698, under the title "Questions de methode". 

4. Paris, Flammarion, 1959. 

5. Un Philosophe itin~rant: Gabriel Marcel, p.98. 

6. Paris, Aubier, 1948. 

* Louvain, E. Nauwelaerts and Paris, B6atrice-Nauwelaerts, 1956. 
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two significant limitations to this work. First of all, several of 

Marcel's most important plays, composed during and after the Second 

World War and reflecting the author's growing concern for the social 

and political instability and unrest of the modern world, were written 

after its pUblication. Secondly, J.Chenu's critical approach, as the 

title of his study indicates, makes no attempt to evaluate Marcel's 

plays as drama, to consider or discuss their impact in performance, 

or to study in any real detail Marcel's dramatic theories. Although, 

therefore, J.Chenu deals extensively with the theme of personal 

identity in his study of Marcel's theatre, his work omits several 

plays which show an important evolution in Marcel's thought and in his 

treatment of this theme, while his analyses, deep and penetrating in 

themselves, do not tell us anything about Harcel as a dramatist. 

In the last fifteen years there has been a growing interest in 

Marcel's work both as a philosopher and as a dramatist in American 

universities. During this time four theses have dealt exclusively 

7 with the plays of Marcel, one of them being concerned specifically 

with dramatic style and this appears to be the first significant 

attempt to study in depth this aspect of Marcel's theatre. Unfortun-

ately, however, none of these theses have yet been published. As is 

to be expected, there is a far greater number of essays or articles 

dealing with Marcel's plays than books or theses. A large proportion 

of these, however, concentrate on isolated plays and do not therefore 

provide any account of Marcel's theatre as a whole. Two notable 

exceptions are G.Fessard's analysis of the role of mystery in Marcel's 

7. H.Lazaron, Gabriel Marcel, the dramatist, (see Dissertation 
Abstracts, XX,no.2, August, 1959,p.671), A. Farraher, The nature 
of man's relationshi s as exem lified in the la s of Gabriel 
Marcel, see Diss.Abs.,XX, no.11, May,1960 pp.4394-5 , Z.Ralston, 
Gabriel Marcel's aradoxical ex ression of m ster • A st listic 
study of "La Soif" , see French Vii Bibliography, no.15,1963, 
p.1660), and N.Cooper, A study of the theatre of Gabriel Marcel, 
(see Diss.Abs., XXVI, no.12, June, 1966, p.7313). 
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dramatic work
8 

and J.Dubois-Dumee's examination of the themes of 

solitude and communion. 9 Neither of these studies, however, deals 

with the plays written during and after the Second World War, and 

hence an important period in the work of the dramatist is omitted. 

10 Some account of these plays is attempted by J.-H. Roy, but his 

critical approach to Marcel is deeply coloured by his own very 

different moral and political standpoint, and his claim that all 

Harcel's main characters "se soucient avant tout d'avoir une belle 

ame~1 is, as this thesis will attempt to show, totally misleading 

and unacceptable. J.-H. Roy's objections to the content of Marcel's 

plays are matched by H.Beigbeder's severe assessment of their form 

and viability as works of drama. 12 The latter's criticism is not, 

however, coloured by obvious ideological differences, and does, in 

fact, advance a well reasoned case to explain the relative failure 

of Marcel as a dramatist. The fact that Marcel's theatre has met 

with very little commercial success is not of primary importance as 

far as a study of the theme of personal identity is concerned, but 

it is not something which should be overlooked, and the thesis 

therefore discusses this lack of success and M.Beigbeder's explanation 

for it. 

8. First published as "L'oeuvre dramatique de Gabriel Harcel" in 
Etudes, vol.1, 1938, pp.738-60 and vol.2, 1938, pp.40-66 , this 
study was later entitled "Theatre et Mystere" and incorporated 
as a preface to Marcel's dramatic work in La Soif, Paris, 
Desclee de Brouwer, 1938. 

9. "Solitude et communion dans Ie theatre de Gabriel Marcel" in 
Existentialisme chretien: Gabriel Marcel, (ed. E.Gilson), 
Paris, PIon, 1947. 

10. "Le theatre de Gabriel Marcel" in Les Temps modernes, no.48, 
octobre, 1949, pp.751-8. 

11. ~., p.757. 

12. "Theatre philosophique?* in Esprit, no .160, octobre, 1949, 
pp.552-80. The second of these articles was devoted to the 
plays of Sartre: "Th~!tre philosophique? II: Sartre." in 
Esprit, no.162, decembre, 1949, pp.924-942. 
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Although Sartre's theatre is referred to and discussed in a 

great number of general works, it has given rise to relatively few 

detailed critical surveys. The best introduction to Sartre's 

theatre is given by F.Jeanson in Sartre par lui_m~me.13 Here the 

critic, a close friend of Sartre, provides the reader not only with 

a penetrating analysis of individual plays but, more importantly 

from the point of view of this thesis, traces the gradual evolution 

in Sartre's thought as it is expressed in his dramatic work, showing 

how the theme of personal identity assumes increasing political sig-

nificance in the plays written after the Second World War. F. 

Jeanson's book was, however, first published in 1955 and since this 

time Sartre has written two further plays and an adaptation. Sartre 

par lui-meme has been re-edited to take into account Sartre's later 

autobiographical and philosophical work, but the two plays which, as 

this thesis will attempt to demonstrate, occupy an important place in 

the final period of Sartre's dramatic work, are not discussed. An 

otherwise excellent study of Sartre's theatre is therefore, like J. 

Chenu's account of Marcel's plays, marred by its incompleteness. A 

14 
far more recent study of Sartre's theatre is that of P.Verstraeten, 

whose book contains a detailed analysis of Sartre's last full-length 

15 play, Les Seguestres d'A1tona. In many ways, however, this is a 

much less satisfying work for students of Sartre and certainly for the 

general reader than that of F.Jeanson. First of all, P.Verstraeten's 

study of violence and ethics is highly selective. He explains that, 

having set out to present us with "Ie sch~me formal d'une morale qui 

13. Paris, Editions du Seuil, 1955. 

14. Violence et ~thique. Esquisse d'une critique de 1a morale 
dialectigue a partir duo th~atre politique de Sartre, Paris, 
Gallimard, 1972. 

15. Paris, Gallimard, 1960. 
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se veut engag~e, et que Ie th~~tre de Sartre nous a appris a saisir 

dans sa radicalit~ pl~niare ••• nous n'envisagions que les pi~ces 

f "l t ~ "t" bl' d 1 "1 ,,16 I pro ~ an une reponse POS1 ~ve au pro erne e a v~o ence.... n 

fact, only four of Sartre's plays (and a scenario, L'Engrenage)17 

18 are actually discussed, and the omission of Huis clos and of 

Sartre's comic works, although justified for the purposes of 

P.Verstraeten's particular critical approach, leaves the reader with 

a partial and limited view of his theatre as a whole. Secondly, 

there is the very considerable difficulty of comprehending fully 

the language and concepts of P.Verstraeten's highly specialised and 

technical thematic study. 

The most complete study in English of Sartre's theatre is pro-

19 vided by the American critic, D. McCall. She has opted against a 

chronological approach to the plays "in favour of one that springs 

from thematic continuity and technical similarities",20 claiming, 

for example, that the play which best helps us to understand ~ 

Seguestr~s d'Altona is not Nekrassov21 (its nearest chronologically) 

but Huis clos. This is, however, a highly contestable point of view. 

Indeed, it is the aim of this thesis to show that Huis clos belongs 

very much to the early period of Sartre's dramatic work, and that 

Les S~guestr~s d'Altona should be closely related to the two works 

which precede it, Nekrassov and ~,22 plays which D.McCall merely 

classifies with La Putain respectueuse23 among the "comic interludes". 

24 , 2S Similarly, to link Les Mains sales with Morts sans sepulture as 

16. Violence et fthigue, p.l0. 

17. Paris, Nagel, 1948. 

18. In Th~atre, Paris, Gallimard, 1947. 

19. The Theatre of Jean-Paul Sartre, New York,Colurnbia University 
Press, 1969. 

20. ~., p.vii. 

21. Paris, Gallimard, 1956. 
22. Paris, Gallimard, 1954. 
23. In Th6atre. 
24. Paris, Gallimard, 1948. 
25. In Th~a.tre. 
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examples of "action and realism" masks the relevance of the former as 

a work showing Sartre's progress from the individualism of his early 

plays to a position of greater political maturity. In short, D.McCall's 

survey of Sartre's theatre gives no real insight into the gradual 

evolution in the author's approach to man and his place in society. 

The same failing is apparent in M.-D.Boros' study of the theme of 

sequestration in Sartre's novels and plays,26 although the theme it-

self implies a state of alienation and loss of personal identity and 

is therefore very close to the one chosen for this thesis. 

The best known English critic of Sartre is P.Thody. He is the 

27 author of two general works on Sartre, and has composed a critical 

edition of Les S6guestres d'Altona
28 

as well as writing an essay on 

Sartre's theatre for a recently compiled symposium on modern French 

29 drama. P.Thody contests F.Jeanson's belief that there is a clear 

progression in Sartre's work towards a coherent left-wing philosophy 

of political action, and, on this specific issue, the thesis upholds 

the interpretation of F.Jeanson, the analysis of Les Mains sales being 

of major importance in this respect. Another English critic, K.Gore, 

30 has written a short study of Sartre's first important playas well 

31 as an article on his theatre as a whole. This article provides a 

good general survey of the plays although the author does seem to 

26. Un Sequestr6: l'homme sartrien. Etude du theme de la seguestration 
dans l'oeuvre litteraire de Jean-Paul Sartre, Paris, Nizet, 1968. 

27. Jean-Paul Sartre: A Literary and Political Study, London, Hamish 
Hamilton, 1960, and Sartre: A Biographical Introduction, London, 
Studio Vista, 1971. 

28. Les Seguestres d'Altona, London, University of London Press, 1965. 

29. IISartre ll in Forces in Modern French Drama, (ed.J.Fletcher), 
London, University of London Press, 1972. 

30. Sartre: "La Naus~e" and "Les ~louches", London, Arnold, 1970. 

31. "The Theatre of Sartre: 1940-65" in Books Abroad, no.2, spring, 
1967, pp.133-49. 
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underestimate their political iuplications. This is not, however, 

the case with L.Goldmann whose essay on Sartre's theatre32 is of 

particular importance not only in situating the plays in relation to 

the author's life and to his other works, but also in drawing atten-

tion to the recurring conflict of individual and collective freedom, 

ethics and Itpraxislt. This conflict is, in fact, vital to a full 

understanding of the political evolution of Sartre's thought. 

Whereas left-wing critics like F.Jeanson and P.Verstraeten are 

sympathetic to the ideas expressed in Sartre's plays, and insist on 

their social and political implication - Revolution -, P.Thody who 

clearly has little faith in the politics of the extreme left emphasises 

Sartre's fmlure to identify whole-heartedly with any revolutionary 

party or movement, and underlines the corresponding pessimism of 

plays like Les Mains sales and Les Sequestres d'Altona. This divergence 

of critical opinion reflects the controversial nature of Sartre's 

dramatic work and is a reminder that several of his plays have been 

so surrounded in controversy that their meaning has often been dis-

torted by a wave of angry and impassioned accusations. Huis clos, for 

example, is certainly not the gloomy and pessimistic indictment of human 

relationships which it has often been taken to be,33 and Garcin's cry 

of Itl'enfer, c'est les Autres!lt 34 is probably one of the best known 

and least understood lines in Sartre's work. With Les Mains sales 

and Le Diable et Ie Bon Dieu,35 two of Sartje's most important political 

plays, the reaction was particularly severe, in the first instance in 

36 the Communist press, and in the second instance from Christian quarters. 

32. ItProbl~mes philosophiques et politiques dans Ie th~~tre de Jean
Paul Sartre" in Structures mentales et cr6ation culturelle,Paris, 
Editions Anthropos, 1970, pp.209-264. 

33. See above, chapter 5. 

34. ThM,tre, p.167. 

35. Paris, Gallimard, 1951. 

36. See above, chapter 6. 
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Les Mains Sales thus came to be seen by many as an anti-Communist 

play - an interpretation which is, in fact, totally unacceptable -

while Le Diable et Ie Bon Dieu was much spoken about for its 

apparently scandalous scenes and blasphemous tone, and hence its 

basic political message was considerably obscured. In all three 

cases, there has been a very marked failure on the part of many 

critics to approach Sartre's work dispassionately: ideological ob-

jections have been voiced without any real attempt to come to grips 

with the basic subject of the play and the beliefs and intentions 

which underly it. 

To sum up, therefore, it is clear that Marcel's theatre has 

been examined and discussed in far less detail and depth than his 

philosophy proper, while the present critical work on the plays 

needs expanding to take into account his dramatic work and theories 

as a whole. There is, on the other hand, a substantial amount of 

critical work devoted to Sartre's theatre, much of it offering 

diverse and conflicting points of view. Neither D.McCall nor P.Thody 

has dealt adequately with the political evolution of Sartre's plays 

and its effect on the theme of personal identity, while the two major 

French critical studies of Sartre's theatre, those of F.Jeanson and 

P.Verstraeten, deal thoroughly but incompletely with this theme, 

F.Jeanson omitting from his study the final period of Sartre's 

dramatic work and P.Verstraeten selecting for analysis only four of 

Sartre's eleven plays and adaptations. Although Marcel and Sartre 

have been linked and discussed together as philosophers, there has 

been no significant attempt to compare them as dramatists. N.Cooper's 

thesis on the theatre on Marce137 does contain a chapter on Sartre, but 

her study is, on the whole, rather superficial and certainly far from 

37. A study of the theatre of Gabriel Marcel, The University of 
Texas, 1965. 
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exhaustive. M.Beigbeder has tried to assess and evaluate the plays 

of Marcel and Sartre as drama, and R.Speaight has briefly compared the 

38 style and tone of their plays, but neither of these articles touches 

on the theme of personal identity. 

The basic critical method adopted in this thesis is that which 

P H S ' h d f' d th" 't' d ' 'f' t' ,,39 .-. lmon as e lne as e crl lque e slgnl lCa lon, an 

analysis of a writer's works which tries to discover lice qu'elles 

veulent nous apprendre sur l'homme, sur Ie monde, sur nous-m~mes, 

g~n6ralement sur la conscience qu'une societ6, a un moment donne, prend 

de ses problemes, de ses inquietudes, de sa foi, de son espoir".40 

Although the thesis is limited to the study of one particular theme, 

the theme is one which gives a broad, encompassing view of the funda-

mental beliefs and preoccupations of the two writers. In adopting 

this "critique de signification", four important points have been 

borne in mind. First of all, no meaningful assessment of the plays 

of Marcel and Sartre is likely to be achieved by approaching their 

work from one particular ideological standpoint. A Christian critique 

is obviously more favourable to Marcel than to Sartre, while the con-

verse is true of a Harxist critique. To study Harcel and Sartre 

together and to achieve a real understanding and fair evaluation of 

their dramatic work, it is essential that the critic be able to enter 

into and see from within each writer's vision of life as it is expressed 

through his plays. Secondly, to trace the progression and evolution of 

the theme of personal identity in the plays of Marcel and Sartre, it 

is necessary to follow a strictly chronological approach, drawing 

attention to the changes in their presentation and treatment of this 

theme while also underlining the basic continuity and consistency of 

3S. "Philosophy in the French Theatre Today" in The Listener, 19th 
February, 1953, pp.30S-9. 

39. Theatre et Destin, Paris, Armand Colin, 1959, p.S. 

40. .!Eli. 
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their work. Thirdly, since this thesis is specifically concerned 

with Harcel and Sartre as dramatists, their plays must remain the 

constant point of reference in any discussion of the particular 

meaning to be attributed to certain situations or experiences. In 

fact, the basic premiss of the thesis is that the plays of Marcel 

and Sartre are authentic works of drama and therefore self-explanatory 

in terms of the theme chosen for this study. In this respect, we 

uphold the point of view of P.-A.Touchard who writes: "Une oeuvre 

d'art est une chose qui a un milieu, un commencement et une fin. 

Elle boucle la boucle, et stil faut seen r6f~rer pour la comprendre 

a d'autres ouvrages, clest qu'elle est;imparfaite.,,41 This does not, 

of course, mean that the plays of Marcel and Sartre will be studied 

in total isolation from their life and work in general - after all, 

any work of art, however complete, is always the creation of a 

particular artist in a particular age - but references to their philo-

sophical or political texts will only be made where they help to throw 

light on a general aspect of the writer's beliefs relevant to the dis-

cussion of the theme of personal identity. The dramatic authenticity 

or self-sufficiency of a play is not contested if itE related on 

this general level to other texts written during the same period; but 

its dramatic authenticity is contested if these texts are used to 

elucidate and clarify its basic meaning. ,- Finally, in studying the 

plays of Marcel and Sartre, it should not be overlooked that a play is 

written, first and foremost, to be performed and that no final assess-

ment of any of their dramatic work can therefore be made without some 

consideration of its theatrical impact. In this respect, particular 

attention will be given in the study of the plays to the theatre reviews 

written at the time of their creation or revival. 

41. ~~~~~~~~~~~o~u~r~l~e~t~h~~~a~t~r~e~, Paris, Editions du Seuil, 
p.177. 
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Although the thesis attempts to give a "vue d'ensemble" of the 

theatre of Marcel and Sartre, not all the plays have been analysed 

in depth. In fact, in discussing the work of each of the dramatists, 

only seven full-length plays have been chosen for detailed textual 

analysis, and this obviously means a far greater degree of select

ivity for }farcel than for Sartre, the former having written over 

twenty plays, more than twice the number written by the latter. The 

seven plays chosen for the discussion of Marcel's dramatic work are 

those which are thought to reflect most clearly its development and 

evolution, particularly as it affects the theme of personal identityl 

In the detailed discussion of Sartre's theatre there are three 

omissions: Bariona~2 Morts sans sepulture and La Putain respectueuse. 

The first of these plays is an experimental work which has never been 

performed professionally and whose main appeal and interest is limited 

to the special circumstances in which it was written and performed. 

Morts sans sepulture and La Putain respectueuse, on the other hand, 

have a far wider appeal and are clearly the work of a mature dramatist; 

in fact, La Putain respectueuse is a fine example of Sartre's satirical 

verve and arguably his best comedy. But, despite their importance, 

neither of these plays adds significantly to the discussion of the 

theme of personal identity in the early period of Sartre's dramatic 

work. 

The thesis begins with a brief account of existentialism, since 

it is as representatives of this philosophical movement that }farcel 

and Sartre are chiefly known, discusses the place and importance of 

drama in the work of the two men, and compares and contrasts their 

basic attitude to the theatre as a medium of artistic impression. The 

main part of the thesis comprises six chapters and is devoted to a 

42. In Les Ecrits de Sartre, Paris, Gallimard, 1970, pp.565-633. 
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close examination of individual plays. For chronological reasons, 

the three chapters on }larcel precede the three chapters on Sartre, 

but the approach to the work of the two dramatists is very similar 

since, in both cases, it is divided into three periods. Each of 

the three chapters represents a different period in their work and 

a different stage in their treatment of the theme of personal 

identity, and these three periods reflect their increasing concern 

at the social and political development of the modern world. The 

final chapter brings together the main issues and points of interest 

raised in the body of the thesis, comparing the two dramatists' 

understanding and presentation of the individual's search for per

sonal identity in a world ravaged by oppressive and divisive forces, 

before finally assessing the value and effect of their plays as 

theatre. 



- 1 -

CHAPT~R 1 

Existentialism and the the3tre of Mqrcel Rnd S1rtre 

It is probably as French representatives of two opposing branches 

of existentialism that Gabriel f.Iarcel and Jean-Paul Sartre are most 

immediately and most widely known in the academic world. This is in 

part due to Sartre who, in his lecture "LIBxistentialisme est un 

humanisme ll given at the Club Haintenant in 1945, aligned himself with 

Heidegger as a representative of atheistic existentialism and described 

Narcel and Jaspers as Christian existentialists. 1 
It was, however, 11arcel 

who fifist coined the word "existentialisme,,2, and he later lent con-

siderable weight to the somewhat summary distinction made between himself 

and Sartre by consenting to the publication of a book on his work entitled 

Existentialisme chretien3• In popular circles, existentialism had come 

to mean little more than an attitude of revolt and non-conformism devoid 

of any serious philosophical basis. Indeed, Harcel himself recalls one 

encounter with a lady who, on hearing the subject of existentialism raised, 

had said to him: "L'existentialisme, monsieur, clest affreux~ Jlai une 

amie dont Ie fils est devenu existentia1iste, i1 vit dans une cuisine avec 

/ I 4 une negresse." It .. Tould not, however, be unfair to suggest that, although 

existentialism does not give rise to such gross and comic distortions in 

academic circles, the word is rather glibly used as a convenient means 

of categorising writers and philosophers like Marcel and Sartre without 

any raal understanding of the fundamental issues and problems which it rai-

. sese 

1. See LIExistentialisme est un humanisme, Paris, Nage1,1946, pp. 16-170 

2. See La Force de liege, Paris, Gallimard, 1960, p. 562. 

3. Paris, PIon, 1947. 

4. En chemin. vers quel evei1?, Paris, Ga1limard, 1971, p. 229. 
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It is important to note that existentialism is not a product of the 

immediate post-war years in France, nor indeed is it exclusively repre-

sented by twentieth century thinkers. In his introduction to the subject 

of existentialism, the French philosopher ElliIDanuel Mounier points not 

only to important nineteenth century precursors of the movement like 

Kierkegaard and Nietzsche, but~aces existentialism back to Pascal and 

St. Augustine, and shows that it also has close affinities with one of the 

earliest of all Western philosophers, namely Socrates5• Seen in this very 

general light, existentialism can be qualified as a return to the concrete 

experiences of each individual, a search for deep, personal truth as 

opposed to the abstr2.ct truths of the irnperconal philosophical system. 

Existentialism is therefore intended to arouse the individual from all 

that may submerge his awareness of the fundamental uncertainty, ambiguity 

and precariousness of his existence - that is to say the comforting pro-

tection of habit and routine, of a quiet, unthinking, somnolent way of 

life. And since it encourages the individual to think for himself and to 

uphold his own personal beliefs, it can also be seen as a reaction aeainst 

conformity and orthodoxy where such attitudes lead to mass uniformity and 

a loss of personal identity. As such, existentialism is clearly a movement 

which, as H. Blackham observes, "goes back to the beginning of philosophy 

and appeals to all men to awaken from their dogmatic slumbers and discover 

what it means to be a human being,,6. This theme of the awakening is central 

to all etistentialist philosophies and it emphasises the difference between 

5. See Introduction aux exi~tentialismes, Paris, Gallimard, 1962, p. 9 
et seg. 

6. Six Existentialist Thinkers, London, Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1961, 
p. 152. 
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life as it is lived and experienced by the individual and life as an 

object of universal thought. Personal existence is a unique, sometimes 

overwhelming, and certainly intensely dramatic experience. This is the 

real subject of existentialism and explains its opposition to systems of 

tho".lght constructed around abstract, impersonal truths. A particularly 

significant comment on this basic opposition is made by Simone de Beauvoir. 

She recalls the comfort and consolation which she had enjoyed ,,,hen reading 

Hegel in the Bibliotheque nationale in Paris in 1940. "I':ais d~s que je me 

retrouvais dans la rue, dans ma vie, hors du syst~me, sous un vrai ciel," 

she adds, "Ie syst~me ne me servait plus de rien: c'~tait, sous couleur 

d'infini, les consolations de la mort qu'il m'avait offertes; et je 

souhai tais encore vivre au mLtieu d' hommes vivants. ,,7 Simone de Deauvoir's 

remarks lend weight to the suggestion that existentialism is a misleading 

and inappropriate description of a philosophy w'hich describes from \'11 thin 

rather than classifying from without, and which accords more importance 

to the particular than to the general: in other words, we are really con

fronted not with an "-ism" but with a philosophy of personal existence. 

Although many people probably continue to thiruc of Sartre as the 

author of existentialism in its modern form in France, his work in this 

field is clearly preceded by that of l'Iarcel. The latter's Journal 

m~taphysigue8, published at a time when Sartre was preparing to sit his 

agr~gation in phibsophy, is generally recognised to be the first clear 

example of modern French existentialism. In fact, most of i·iarcel' s major 

70 Pour uhe morale de'l'ambiguit~, Paris, Gallimard, 1947, pp. 221-2. 

8. Paris, Gallimard, 1927. 
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philosophical work had been written before the publication of Sartre's 

L'8tre et Ie Neant9 in 1943. The main influence on Sartre came from the 

German phenomenologists Eusserl and Heidegger, but he had also been aware 

of, and influenced by some of Harcel's research, notably his analysis 

of the notion of situation and the distinction he had established in 

10 
philosophy between a mystery and a problem • A philosophical comparison 

between the two seems, however, to be completely ruled out by Harcel. 

"On me situe par rapport a. Sartre," he declared in an interview in 1953. 

"Rien n'est plus faux. Sartre n'est meme pas mon contraire: il est trop 

different de moi pour qu'on puisse me l'opposer."ll Some years later 

when asked once again to qualify his position in relation to Sartre, 

liIarcel's reaction was blunt and severe. Although recognising the richness 

and originality of much of Sartre' s work, lilarcel saw in his political and 

philosophical views "les enseignements les plus pernicieux, les conseils 

les plus toxiques qui aient jamais ~t~ prodigu~s ~ la jeunesse par un 

,. 12 
corrupteur patente ll 

• This exceedingly harsh judgement should not, 

however, obscure the fact that, despit~ many conflicting and divergent 

beliefs, there is ~n the phiJCBophical method of I-larcel and Sartre some 

important common ground. 

9. Paris, Gallimard. 

10. See N. l\~erleau-Ponty, liLa Philosophie de l' existence" in Dialogue, 
no. 3, 1966, pp. 312-14. 

11. Le Figaro litt~raire, 3.1.1953. 

12. Les Nouvelles litt~raires, 29.10.1964. 
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First of all, in keeping with the basic methodology of existentialism, 

their work eschews abstract, theoretical problems: for them, metaphysics 

is not, as Sartre himself puts it, "une discussion st~rile sur des 

notions abstraites qui ~chappent ~ l'exp~rience, c'est un effort vivant 

pour e~brasser du dedans la condition humaine dans sa totalit~,,13. If 

I'Iarfel is a convinced Christian and Sartre a convinced atheist, their res-

pective convictions, - the fruit of their metaphysical search for truth, -

are existential and not intellectual; or, in other words, Christianity 

and atheism are, for Barcel and Sartre, not stands that can logically be 

proved and demonstrated, but deeply personal choices. Both describe the 

I 

philosophical method as euristic and see the philosopher not as an 

onlooker or spectator, but as a man actively involved in he world around 

him, sharing in the struggles and aspirations of his fellow beings and 

fully committed to the urgent moral and political issues of his time. 

S,econdly, in co~non with more recent trends in existentialism, both 

accord great value to the use of phenomenology in describing and analysing 

basic human situations14, while the notion of h~an situation or being in 

situation is one which is central to their ontology. Fihally, on a more 

general level, their philosophical research and investigations have both 

evolved within the context and framework of a solidly established view of 

the world. Marcel sees the Christian truths as the inspiration and light 

13. Situations, 11, Paris, Gallimard, 1~48, p. 251. 

14. For an account of the phenomenological method of Earcel and Sartre, 
see I. Alexander, "The Phenomenological Philosophy in France" in 
Sartre. A Collection of Critical Essays. (ed. H. ilarnock), New York, 
Anchor Books, 1971, pp. 63-101. 
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",hich have guided him in his philosophical enquiry, ",hile Sartre con-

siders his form of existentialism an ideology understandable only when 

situated in reJation to Harxism (which he believes to be "l'humus de toute 

pens~e particuli~re et l'horizon de toute culture"l~. Between the first 

part of r.'Iarcel's Journal m~taphysique, which was written in the months 

preceding the outbreak of the First World War and which gives no real 

evidence of fundamentally Christian preoccupations, and a worm like 

Le Hyst~re de l' Ehre
16

, written and published after I·brcel' s conversion to 

Catholicism,there is, of course, a vast gulf. Similarly Sartre's L'Etre 

et le N~ant, conceived for the most part before the outbreak of the Second 

World 'war and seemingly totally unrelated to the tenets of Harxism, is 

very different in content and tone from the Critique de Ie raison dialec

tique. It is interesting to note the evolution in the work of both 

philosophers and the part that their involvement in a major war has played 

in the gradual concretisation of their thought. But neither Karcel nor 

Sartre has sacrificed existentialism which is first and foremost a study 

of the individual and the Pdrticular - to an authority which relies on 

uniformity of outlook and a passive acceptance of dogma. Indeed, Sartre, 

although a Ho.rxist, is exceedingly critical of much HD.rxist criticism 

~nd propaganda where the individual becomes an insignificant number devoid 

of any freedom or autonomy in a world of impersonal, mechanistic forces, 

and has constantly drawn attention to the inadequacy of a Communist Party 

which is inflexible and dogmatic. thrcel, although far less critical 

of the Church, is, however, fully aware of the dangers of its possible 

institutionalisation and abuse of power, and unhesitatingly opposes any 

15. Critique de 1a raison dialectigue, Paris, Gallimard, 1960, p. 17. 

16. Paris, Aubier, 19510 
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aspect of the Church's teaching (not~bly the idea, expressed in the Old 

Testament, of an angry, revengeful God) which he considers to be a dis-

tortion of basic Christian truths. 

There is one further aspect of the work of Narcel and S!}rtre which 

naturally invites comparison: namely its scope and diversity. Not only 

have both made a considerable contribution to contemporary philosophy, 

they have also written fralli~ly and critically about the political and 

social problems facing Western Europe and occupy an important place in the 

arts. Harcel has written more than tl-lenty plays and is also well known as 

a literary critic. From 1923 to 1938 he wrote regularly for L'Europe 

nouvelle, and in 1927 he took over from his friend Charles du Bos the 

direction of Feux crois~s, a series introducing the works of foreign writers 

for the first time in translation to the French public. After the Second 

World lIar, lIarcel became the leading drama critic of Les Nouvelles 

litt~raires, his weekly reviews appearing almost without interruption from 

1945 to 1968. Narcel also has a great love for music, especially for 

musical improvisation, and has composed music to accompany the verse of 
, 

poets like Valery and Supervielle. Sartre, too, apart from his position 

as philosopher, novelist and dramatist, is an eminent, perceptive, and 

far-ranging critic, and articles on writers or artists as varied as 

Faulkner, Giacometti, Calder, hallarm~ and Kierkegaard are to be found in 

the nine volumes of Situations. Few, if any, contemporary philosophers -

and certainly no French philosopher since the eighteenth century - can lay 

cl:lim to a life's work as rich and as varied as that of I-1arcel and Sartre. 

Although, however, the philEopher is readily accepted as a critic 

both in the arts and in social and political matters, his work as a 

novelist or dramatist is generally viewed with far greater suspicion. 
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It is often assumed that, for such a person, literature is no more than 

a convenient tool vTith which to vulgarise philosophical ideas which, in 

their "pure" form, remain accessible only to a small intellectual elite. 

But before the philosopher is accused of trying to cram his novel or play 

full of ideas, it is as well to remember that all literature expresses ideas 

or a philosophy of some kind. "Une chose me fait toujours r ire", cOWments 

Sartre: "on semble oublier que tout homme qui ~crit un roman Ie fait pour 

donner sa conception de la vie. ., /, 
~st-ce que toute litterature, a toute 

~poque, ne s'est pas r~f~r~e aux id~es philosophiques du temps?,,17 The 

problem is not, in fact, whether the writer is a specialist philBopher, but 

whether he has successfully integrated his ideas or vision of life into an 

acceptable and harmonious literary or dramatic form. This is an a~hetic 

question with \vhich all writers are confronted, and there is no basic 

reason why Narcel .and Sartre should be at more of a disadvantage when 

tackling it than, say, Claudel or Nontherlant. The distrust of the 

specialist philosopher in literature is, however, even more unjustified 

when the philosophy in question is existentialism since there is nothing 

remotely abstract or speculative about the problems it raises. In fact, 

for the existentialist, ideas matter only in as much as they relate to or 

elucidate con~te situations or experiences. These experiences, however, 

which must be lived and felt before they can be articulated on ~he plane 

of discursive thought often defy rationalisation or conceptualisation, and 

in such cases they are probably expressed far more adequately and effec-

tively in a literary as opposed to a philosophical form. This is the 

point made by Simone de Beauvoir in her comments on the relationship 

between existentialism and the novel: 

17. LWs Nouvelles litt~raires, 1.2.1951. 
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"Il ne s'agit pas ici pour l'~crivain d'exploiter sur un plan 

litt~raire des v~rit's pr6alablement ~tablies sur le plan philosophique, 

mais bien de manifester un aspect de l'exp~rience m~taphysique qui ne peut 

se manifester autrement; son caract~re subjectif, singulier, dramatique, 

et aussi son akbiguit~, puisque la r~alit~ n'est pas d&finie comme 

saisissable par la seule intelligence, aucune description intellectuelle 

n'en saurait donner une expression ad&quate. I" 
11 faut tenter de la presenter 

dans son int~grit~, telle qu'elle se d~/voile dans la relation vivante qui 

I" 18 est action et sentiment avant de se faire pensee." 

Clearly the novel is oUf a particular means of expressing such a 

situation or experience and does not exclude other literary or even non

li terary forms (music or painting, for example): but although t he mode 

of expression may vary, the basic point of departure remains the same. 

Harcel, for example, speaks of the initial inspiration and conception of 

his play L'Iconoclaste19 in strikingly similar terms to those used by 

Simone de Beauvoir. "Ce serait une erreur compl~te de voir dans 

L'Iconoclaste l'illustration particuli~re d'un th~me prtalablement pos~ en 

termes abstraits," he declares; "en r'alit~, i1 y a ~ l'origine de cs 

drame une certaine situation moins imagin~e que sentie, que v~cue ~ 1a 

fois sous toutes ses faces.,,20 Moreover, if existentialism is centred 

upon existence or experience and not a product of pure thought, there is 

no reason why, in the treatment of this subject, the philosophical treatise 

or essay should have priority over artistic modes of expression. The work 

18. "Litt~rature et m~taphysique" in Les Temps modernes, no. 7, avril, 
1946, p. 1161. 

19. In Perc~es vers un ail1eurs, Paris, Fayard, 1973. 

20. "Remarques sur L'Iconoclaste" in La Revue hebdomadaire, janvier, 
1923, pp. 492-3. 
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of Harcel and Sartre is best seen as a reflection upon the fundamental 

problems of human existence or experience, a reflection which finds 

expression for both of them in the realm of philosophy and the theatre, 

as well as, in the case of Kucel, in musical improvisation, and, in the 

case of Sartre, in the novel. For I'larcel and Sartre these modes of 

expression are inter-related and complementary; whereas, for example, the 

theatre has the advantage of presenting a situation as it is lived or 

felt far more effectively than the treatise or essay, the latter has the 

advantage of being able to compare and contrast different situations, 

draw conclusions and generally unify the reflections to which the experience 

of one's situation in the world gives rise. Narcel and Sartre are not 

alone among twentieth century philosophers and writers in this respect. 

Apart from Simone de Beauvoir who has expressed herself mainly through 

essays and the novel (but also once through the theatre with Les Bouches 

inutiles2~, there is also Albert Camus whose experience of the absurd 

in the late 193ds found expression on three complementary levels: through 

Le My the de Sisyphe
22

, L'Etranger23 and Caligula24 • Camus' notes also 

make it clear that, despite the three years that separate the publication 

of Le Ny the de Sisyphe and L'Etranger (1942) from that of Caligula (1945), 

the three works were under preparation at the same time. 25 It is, however, 

important to point out that the diverse and far-ranging work of Marcel and 

21. Paris, Gallimard, 1945. 

22. In Essais, PBris, Gallimard, biblioth~que de la Pl~iade, 1965. 

23. & 24. In Th~atre, r~cits! nQuvelles, Paris, Gallimard, biblioth~que 
de la Pleiade, 1962. 

25. See Carnets (1935-1942), Paris, Gallimard, 1962, p. 112. 
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Sartre should not be seen as a representative expression of modern 

existentialism since Heidegger, Jaspers and !'!erleau-Ponty, who have all 

had a significant part to play in this movement, have at no time attempted 

to express themselves through literature or any other art form. 

Since it stems from concrete, personal experiences and situations, 

existentialism is particularly suited to dra~atic expression. P. Brook, 

for example, maint2ins that the essence of good drama is visual rather 

than intellectual for what remains in the mind long after the performance 

has ended are not ideas but situations. "~fuen years later I think of a 

striking theatrical experience, II he writes, "I find a kernel engraved 

on my memory: two tramps under a tree, an old woman dragginG a cart, a 

sergeant dancing, three people on a sofa in hell - or occasionally a 

trace deeper than any imagery.1I
26 

The visual image evoked by plays like 

En attendant Godoi7 or Huis clos is not, of course, devoid of ideas: 

the image or situation is a necessary shell within which ideas are 

effectively concentrated and without which they are dispersed and diluted. 

It would, on the other hand, be quite misleadinG to suggest that the 

situations which form the point of departure of existentialist philoso-

phies invariably provide striking images ideally suited for the stage. 

The best plays of i'~arcel and Sartre are simply those in which, as in 

Huis clos, the existential and scenic aspects of the situation unite to 

create a powerful theatrical experience and a lasting visual impression. 

26. The Empty Space, London, NacGibbon & Kee, 1968, p. 136. 
r 

27. Paris, Editions de Hinuit, 1952. 
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The theatre of Harcel and Sartre raises two important questions: 

what place does it occupy in their work as a whole and what in particular 

attracted them to this form of artistic expression? For Marcel, the 

theatre has often proved to be a tool of prospection and a more fruitful 

approach to reality than the philosophical essay. This is certainly the 

case in his early work up to 1929, the date of his conversion to 

Catholicism. During th:i.s time he had ·,.ri tten more than ten plays whreas 

his only major philosophical contribution had been the Journal m~taphysigue. 
28 Nore significantly, some of the plays, in particular Le Falais de sable 

and L'Iconoclaste, were clearly in advance of the theoretical ideas and 
, 

propositions found at that time in the Journal metaphysigue. I'.arcel the 

dramatist found himself thinking against and correcting the ideas of 

h OI h "I 0 ';1 bl ' 0 0 ,;' " \ 1 Narcel the p ~ osop ere c~ ••• ... sem e qu ~l a~t ete donne a a 

pens~e dramatique de critiquer au nom d'une appr~hension plus profonde 

de la rEfalit6," he wrote later, "les Vues partielles auxquelles on acc~de 

lorsque lIon consid~re la vie d'un point de vue limit~.1129 After 1929, 

however, there is a far greater balance in Harcel's philosophical and 

dramatic writing, the two tending to complement each other, rather than 

one taking precedence over the other. A good example of this is provided 

by the joint publication of garcel's play Le Honde cass~ and his meditation 

on the ontological mystery30. In the preface to this work, Larcel speaks 

28. 

29. 

30. 

In Le Seuil invisible, Paris, Grasset, 1914. 

"rrh~a tre et philosophie. Leur rapports dans mon oeuvre, II in , 
Recherches et Debats du centre catholigue des intellectuals fran¥ais, 
no. 2, octobre, 1952, p. 32. 

Le Nonde cass~, Paris, Desc16e de Brouwer, 1933. 
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of his philosophy and drama as "deux versants d'une meme hauteur,,31, 

thus ascribing equql importance to both. Ultimately, however, he finds 

that the concrete approaches to mystery provided through the theatre 

are more satisfying than the "~noncLations abstraites dont l'intelligence 

pure est oblig~e de se con1;enter,,32, but this mystery which KD.rcel 

believes to be the essence of reality is sensed and expressed best of 

all through music. "Je crois pouvoir dire sans h~si tati'Jn, II he declares, 

/' I 
"que c'est la musique, et la musique presque seule qui a ete pour moi 

Ie t~moignage irr~cusable d'une r~alit~ seconde ou i1 me semb1ait bien 

que tout ce qui demeure ~pars et inachev~ au niveau du visible trouvait 

son acMv...ement. ,,33 

The early phiLBophical and drauatic work of Sartre is far more 

demonstrative and assertive than that of Harcel, and Sartre seems from 

the outset to have found in L'Etre at Ie N~ant, a surer poiht of reference 

for the expression of his ideas than had Earcel in the Journal m~ta'Dhvsigue. 

Thus Sartre considers that his play Huis clos proceeds from L'Etre et Ie 

N~ant, not as a crude transposition of the ideas expounded therein, but 

as a work clearly reflecting "une imagination, une sensibilit~ et une 

pens~e que la conception puis l'~criture de L'Etre et Ie N~ant avaient 

. /' /' S / . ,,34 unies, ~ntegrees, tructureees d'une certa~ne fa90n • But L'Etre et 

,-
31. Le Bonde casae, p. 8. 

32. Pr~sence et Immortalit~, Paris, Flammarion, 1959, p. 18. 

33. La Dignit~ humaine, Paris, Aubier, 1964, p. 39. 
;' 

34. M. Chapsal, Les Ecrivains en personne, Paris, Julliard, 1960. 
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/ Ie Neant, however clear and systematic, and however important the part 

which its writing had played in the formation of Sartre's outlook and in 

the formulation of his ideas, does not hold the key to all his early 

dramatic work. As with Harcel, Sartre's theatre has at times shown itself 

to be in advance of his philosophy, notably with Bariona and Les Nouches35 

where the concern with political freedom is one important issue which 

plays a significant part in the later development of his work although 
,/ 

it is not raised in L'Etre et Ie Neant. Indeed, in these two plays Sartre 

the dramatist is clearly modifying, if not refuting the philosopher's 

assertion that, since "toutes les activite's sont 6'quivalentes,,36, there 

is no basic difference between solitary drunkenness ahd political action. 

After the Liberation, Sartre's work became progressively more political, 

and plays like Las I':ains s alas,Le Diable et Ie Bon Dieu and Nekrassov 

reflect and complement the questions and preoccupations of Saint Genet, 

cOID~dien et martyr37 and of political essays like ":'la te'rialisme et 

Re'volution,,38 and "Les cOIDmunistes et la paix,,39. On the whole, however, 

Sartre attaches far less importance to his novels and plays than does 

Marcel to his theatre, but he does recognise the limitations ofa purely 

/1\, 

35. In Theatre. 

36. L'Etre et le Ktant, p. 721. 

37. Paris, Gallimard, 1952. 

38. In Situations, III, Paris, Gallimard, 1949. 

39. In Situations, VI, Paris, Gallimard, 1964. 
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philosophical expression of reality since this tends to depend on a well 

defined method and thus Generalise at the expense of the individual and 

particular. It is here, of course, that literature has its part to play, 

but Sartre differs from Marcel in believing that it is the novel and not 

the theatre which is best equipped to deal with individual cases. The 

theatre, for Sartre, comes somewhere between philosophy and the novel, 

retaining the concreteness of the latter and the broad, encompassing vision 

of the former. In other words, the characters created by the dramatist, 

far less individualised than those in a novel, reflect the general issues 

and problems that concern society as a whole at a given time. 

The reasons why Marcel and Sartre have been drawn to the theatre 

(despite the importance he attaches to the novel, Sartre abandoned his 

work in this field as early as 1949, since which time he has w~ten five 

plays, the last in 1965) are not immediately apparent. Assessing Sartre's 

dual role as philosopher and dramatist, H. Gouhier observes: "La 

philosophie de Sartre est dramatique, elle est la vision d'un homme 

'" dr~~atiquement engage dans le monde, elle est une protestation contre 

les m~taphysiques qui esdamotent le drame de l'existence. C'est donc dans 

la mesure OU il est philosoph! 40 que Sartre est dramaturge." At a con-

ference on the work and thought of Marcel held recently at Cerisy-la-

5alle4l , H. Gouhier established a similar link between the dramatic 

nature of Harcel's thought and its natural counterpart in the theatre. 

In both instances, the critic appear2 to be confusing two similar but 

40. "Intrigue et action: de B. Shaw a. J.-P. Sartre" in La Table ronde, 
no. 143, novembre, 1959, p. 178. 

41. August, 24-31, 1973. 
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distinct Clualities - the dramatic and the theatrical. A man whose vision 

of life is dramatic, that is to say whose philosophy is centred around 

the uncertainties, dilemmas and contradictions of human experience, is 

not necessarily a dramatist in the making, for a successful dramatist is 

one whose vision of life is not only dramatic but, more important, one 

which is accompanied with all the visual and scenic effects that are an 

essential part of the theatrical experience. In fact, what H. Gouhier 

has failed to explain is why I1arcel and Snrtre have devoted more time to 

the theatre than to music or the novel, both of which provide suita.ble 

and effective artistic expression for a dramatic philosophy of life. 

Harcel's interest in the theatre began as a child. "Bnfant., mes 

parents m'emmenaient une fois par an a l'Od~on ou a la Com~die :F'ranlaise: 

fetes inoubliables," he recalls. "i-·rais j' ~tais surt ou t fils uniClue et, 

triste de vivre sans fr~re ou soeur, je pris l'habitude de peupler ma 

soli t ud e d I etres imaginaires avec Clui j I entretenais des dialogues sans 

f
. ,,42 
:In. Marcel's sensitivity as a child is also revealed in the deep, 

lasting impression made on himqyany cohflict or dispute within the family, 

and this in turn predisposed him tOvTards a form of expression in which 

dialogue would playa central note. Later Harcel came to realise that 

human existence could only be grasped and conveyed where the individuals 

involved in a particular situation speak to one another; this was not, 

he felt, something that could be achieved through description, however 

precise and detailed the analysis of character and behaviour. On the 

" At' d r other hand, if, as !-iarcel says, he experienced un gOU :lmmo ere, non pas 

tellement pour Ie spectacle the~tral en tant Clue tel, mais pour 1e dialogue, 

42. &es Nouvelles litt~raires, 14.2.1946. 
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pour la forme dialogu~e ,,43 , one may question the specifically 

theatrical qualities of the Qialogue so conceived. A novelist, for 

example, can use dialogue with striking effect to evoke a dramatic con-

frontation of characters; but [,larcel' s dialogue is specifically theatrical 

in fonception (but not necessarily in effect) because of the absolute 

priori ty which he accords to the physical pre::.ence of the speaker. A 

good example of this is provided by Narcel's description of the staging 

of his play Le Dard44 in 1935: he recalls that the performance had had 

such a considerable impact on him that he had immediately refuted a friend's 

suggestion that the performance of the play was as good as (and threfore, 

by implication, added nothing to) the reading of it45 • Harcel feels that 

his dialogue is inadequate and incomplete in a purely textual form, and 

is only fully realised in performance. Another significant example of 

Harcel's feeling for theatrical presence and presentation is shown by 

his reaction to Camus' stage adaptation of Les Poss~/dts46, a work which 

he personally finds to have been more moving and effective as a play than 

in its original form47 • If there is a link between Earcel's philosophical 

writing and the physical presence to v.hich he feels drawn in the theatre, 

it is not in the overall dramatic conception of the former, but in certain 

specific aspects of it, notably his reflections on man as an incarnate being. 

43. 

44. 

45. 

46. 

47. 

"Th~~tre et philosophie. Leurs rapports dans mon oeuvre." in ,-
Recherches et Debats, no. 2, octobre, 1952, p. 21. 

In Le secret est dans les iles, Paris, PIon, 1967. 

See En chemin. vers quel {veil?, p. 128 • 

In Th~~tre. r~cits, nouvelles. 

Conference at Cerisy-1a-Salleo 
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It is not, however, simply the presence of the actors which explains 

the superiority of the theatre over the novel in I-larcel' s eyes; there is 

also his horror of the author's intervention, a danger to which he feels 

the novelist is constantly exposed, whereas the dramatist who "feels" 

for each of his characters (who are not, that is to say, mere puppets 

in his hands) does not intrude into the drama that he writes. This last 

point emphasises ~iiarcel' s ovrn total commitment to authentic artistic 

creativity. This creativity, where the dramatist respects the autonomy 

of the characters whom he initially conceived, is a subject to which 

Harcel constantly returns in his reflections on the theatre. He makes 

an important distinction between creative and intrusive presence, likening 

the authentic dramatist and his work to God and the universe, since in 

both cases the author or creator remains constantly present without in 

any way man~pulating the actions of his subjects. The range and scope 

of these actions in harcel's theatre are, however, limited by the author's 

experience of, and attitude to life in gem~ral. It would, for example, 

be ludicrous to imagine that any kind of aggressive atheism or fervent 

revolutionary politics could form the central subject of i-iarcel' splays, 

just as the concern with the mystery of life is something totally alien 

to Sartre. The problems and difficulties of dramatic creation are ones 

about which Harce1 is well qualified to write since, between 1912 and 

1960, he has written over twenty plays. He speaks of the need to hear 

within himself the voice of his characters before he can begin writing 

the play, and considers that the real test of the dramatist's creativity 

is reflected in the character's density and resistance to manipulation. 

"En r~alit~, je sais que je suis en face d'un personnage authentique," 

writes Marcel, ,,~ partir du moment o~ celui-ci cesse de se 1aisser faire 

et d' etre pour moi comme une mati~re plastique. 1I48 ~Iarcel gives as an 

48. "Finalit~ essentielle de l'oeuvre dramatique" in La Revue theatrale, 
no. 3, octobre-novembre, 1946, p. 292. 
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example the difficulty he experienced in completing his play Le Chemin 

de cr~te49: he found that Ariane Leprieur, the central character, 

/ 
"resisted" his initial plan for the denouement and that, for a certain 

period of time, he was obliged to put his play on one side. Only later 

did another d~nouement suggest itself to him, one which was demanded 

from within by the central character and not, as before, arbitrarily 

imposed from the outside by the dramatist. Harcel recalls the annoyance 

and impatience of one producer who, perplexed by the ambiguity surrounding 

Ariane's whole life and character, asked: "cette femme est-elle un ange 

ou un d~mon? vous devez bien le savoir,,50, the question presup,osing 

that none of l'Iarcel's characters should hold any secret from their author. 

Such a situation, however, can only exist where the dramatist has sacri-

ficed creation to productivity, the characters retaining no mysfery or 

independence of their own and becoming little more than labelled products. 

Where there is authentic creativity, on the other hand, Marfel believes 

that the spectators should find themselves confronted by characters for 

whom there are no convenient labels or formulae. Harcel's numerous 

reflections on the theatre and, in particular, on his own personal exper-

iences as a dramatist, the constant allusion in his essays and lectures 

to situations drawn from his plays, and the strikingly familiar way in 

which he talks about many of his characters as though they were real 

people whom he has known for many years, all indicate not only that 

Marcel's dramaturgy occupies an important place in his work, but also 

that it is absurd to question the strength and authenticity of his 

dramatic vocation. 

49. In Cina pi~ces ma<1eures, Paris, Plon, 1973. 

50. 1e secret est dans les iles, p. 11. 
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For Sartre, on the other hand, the theatre, although offering him 

an exciting and challenging mode of expression, cannot be considered 

his vocation. In fact, ,his interest in the theatre came relatively 

late in life. The magic and mystery of the written word - as opposed 

to the spoken word - dominated his early life. Indeed, as a child, 

Sartre 'vas more at home in his grandfather's library than in the 'vorld 

outside. "J' avais trouv~ ma religion," he writes of his childhood: 

"rien ne me parut plus important qu'un livre.,,51 It was through his 

reading of adventure stories , in particular, and through his own 

childhood fantasies that he vIas able to escape into the world of the 

imagination and discover the feeling of inevitability and necessity 

which his normal day-to-day life lacked. He also speaks of his fasci-

nation for the cinema and his ta3B for music, but makes no mention of 

the theatre. lihen Sartre speaks of his self-appointed mission in life 

as a writer, it is clearly as a prose writer that he envisaged his 

success, although he did begin writing plays at a relatively early age. 

According to 1\1. Contat and H. Rybalka, the first of these were written 

betwee~ 1917 and 1920 in La Rochelle, another play, inspired by Jarry, 

was v;ritten around 1922 "lhile Sartre was at the lyc~e Henri IV in Paris, 

and two further plays were composed between 1929 and 1930 during his 

military service.52 It is also interesting to note that, at the Ecole 

normale sup~rieure, "il se signale dans des revues de fin d'ann~e aut ant 

par ses dispositions de satiriste que par ses dons de chanteur et de 

com~dien,,53, while it could also be maintained that the stage was the 

51. Les Hots, Paris, Gallimard, 1964, p. 46. 

52. See Un the~tre de situations, Paris, Gallimard, 1973, pp. 12-13. 

53. Un th~gtre de situations , p. 120 
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most logical and effective means of expression for one important aspect 

of S,atre's childhood - namely his confrontation with the world of pre-

tence and play-acting. 

The undoubted turning point in Sartre's career as a dramatist came 

with his imprisonment by the Germans in 1940. He found himself spending 

the Christmas of that year, in company with many other Frenchmen, in a 

P.O. vi. camp at Trier. The idea came to him to write a Christmas play 

which, although purporting to be a harmless celebration of the birth 

of Christ, would in fact be amll to firm and united resistance among 

the French against the Germans. The play was a great success in the camp: 

Bariona had been written by a prisoner for his fellow prisoners, and the 

message of the play was one which was directly relevant to the feelings 

and preoccupations of them all. The effect of the performance was that 

of a common unifying experience; for a few hours the prisoners were 

totally absorbed in, and united by the subject and action of the play, and 

it was at this point that, for the first time, Sartre realised that the 

real potential of the theatre lay in this "great collective, religious 

phenomenon ,,54. His interest and involvement in the theatre grew steadily 

from this moment. Not only does he enjoy its atmosphere, but he is also 

attracted by the challenge and risk involved in writing for the stage. 

"Un livre peut parler & voix basse: Ie drame etl9. com~die doivent ~lever 

la voix," he remarks. "Clest peut-etre ce qui mlattire dans Ie th~atre: 

ce coup de force et cette voix forte et Ie risque de tout perdre en une 

nuit.,,55 Another attraction in the theatre for Sartre is that a successful 

54. "Forgers of JlIyths , The Young Playwrights of France" in Theatre 
Arts, vol. 30, June, 1946, p. 330. 

55. "Deux heures avec Sartre", in LIExpress, no. 431, 17.9.1959. 
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live performance probably has far greater impact on the public than any 

literary, political or philosophical text. Thus, II. Contat sU8'gests 

that Sartre turns to the theatre "lorsque l'6v~nement provoque en lui 

Ie besoin de toucher plus directement, plus concr~tement Ie public qu'il 

ne Ie peut par des livres ou des articles" 56 • But although in Les 

S~guestr~s d'Altona. for example, Sartre hopes to brutally awaken his 

audience to the avlful reality of torture and although he sees the theatre 

as a means of writing "pour tous, pour Ie plus grand nombre, pour des 

bourgeois aussi,,57, he does not think: that a play, any more than a novel, 

can change people's attitudes and behaviour. More significantly, however, 

Sartre continues to think of himself first and foremost as a prose writer. 

"" liEn ce qui concerne Ie theatre, c'est une habitude que j'ai de faire une 

pi~ce tous les trois ou quatre ans," he declar~d shortly before the first 

/ " production of Les SeQ.!lQf:ltrep, d'AHoU[l in Paris. "Je ne suis d'ailleurs pas 

un auteur dramatique, mais un ~crivain qui croit devoir ~crire pour Ie 

th6~tre, et qui aime cela.,,58 This in no ,.;ray diminishes Sartre's stature 

as a dr~atist, nor does it cast doubt on his knowledge and understanding 

of the theatre; indeed, most people consider him a far more successful 

playwright than novelist. while Serge Reggiani, an experienced and talented 

actor, says of him: "On est toujours ~tonn~, par la science du th~atre 

qu'a Sartre, par sa clart~ de jugement pour tout ce qui concerne la mise 

en sc~ne, par sa pr~cision et sa volont,.,,59 

56. 

57. 

58. 

59. 

Explication des IISeguestr~s d'Altona" de Jean-Paul S".rtre, Archives 
des lettres modernes, no. 89, Puris, Minard, 1968, p. 5. 

/ / . //\ 
"Les Seguestres d'Altona nous concernent tous" 1n Theatre pODulaire, 
no. 36, 4 e trimestre, 1959, p. 1. 

Paris - Journal, 12.9.1959. 

Arts, 30.9.1959. 
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Despite very obvious differences in the role the theatre has played 

in the life and work of Narcel and Sartre, there is in their overall 

conception of the theatre much common ground. This becomes apparc;nt 

when the basic structure and movement of their plays are compared. Both 

playwrights concentrate on a gradual unfolding or discovery of truths 

/ leading up to a denouement of great psychological intensity which intro-

duces a new perspective or level of interpretation into the play. The 

d~nouement in the theatre of rlIarcel and SArtre unfu3s actor and spectator 

in a communal "prise de conscience". What the dramatist proposes is not 

an escape from the problems and difficulties of day-to-day living by a 

release of the emotions, but a deeper understanding of, and insight into 

these problems and difficulties by a heightening of the powers of reflec-

tion. The plays of Narcel and Sartre fall into two main categories: the 

"pieces ~eclairantes" are those like Le Honde cass~ and L8 Dard, or Les 

Mouches and Le Diable et le Bon Dieu, in which the d~ncuement leads the 

protagonist to a full understanding of himself, his situation and the 

course of action that he must take, while the "pieces ambigues" such 

60 61 / I' as La Chapelle ardente and Un Homme de Dieu , or Les Seguestrps d'Altona, 

end with the realisation of the individual's inadequacy to cope with the 

seemingly inextricable or overwhelming situation in which he finds himself. 

I'farcel and Sartre also believe firmly that drama should be committed 

/ or "engage". In his essay on the new generation of post-war dramatists 

60. Paris, La Table ronde, 1949. 

61. In Cing pi~ces majeureso 
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62 in France , Sartre claims that the function of the theatre is to present 

to modern man a portrait of himself, his hopes and his fears, his prob-

lems and his struggles - a point of view which Narcel himself shares. 

This does not, of course, mean that Harcel and Ssrtre raise the same 

questions and problems in their plays. Harcel's vision of life is deeply 

religious and he tarefore sees the search for faith, for example, as a 

particularly significant and representative aspect of human experience. 

The world in which his characters move is one that is highly personalised, 

and this reflects lYbrcel's attitude to commitment which he describes as 

being "au service de ce qui est Ie plus humain dans l'homme, c'est-~-dire 

de l'universe.l v6ritable qui n'est pas abstrait, mais intime, mais 

63 personnel" • Sartre, on the other hand, shows no real interest in his 

theatre for ihtimate and personal details except in so far as they reflect 

an important aspect of the individual's social and political situation, 

as with Frdntz in Les Seguestr~s d'Altona, for example. Sartre's commit-

ment is overtly political and this is revealed through the plays in his 

preoccupation with the evils, abuses and contradictions that exist in 

society. It should not, ho''iever, be assumed that Narcel' s basically 

Christian view of life excludes all concern for the pressing political 

issues of his time. Indeed, in his conference on Rome n'est plus dans 

RO'Lle, Harcel quite openly denounced "l'esprit d'~vasion qui est apparent 

dans presque tout notre th~atre contemporain, & l'exception de Sartre 

et peut-~tre de Camus,,64, and claimed that to pass over with indifference 

62. "Forgers of l-Iyths, The Young Playwrights of France" in Theatre Arts, 
vol. 30, June, 1946, pp. 324-35. 

" 63. Les Nouvelles litteraires, 15.1.1953. 

64. Rome nest plus dans Rome, Paris, La Table ronde, 1951, p. 151. 
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\ or approval "l'espece d'aveuglement volontaire ou semi-volontaire dans 

lequel vi vent tant de gens en Occident,,65 was totally unacceptable. But 

Marcel's theatre is never politically committed in the Hay that Sartre's 

work is since, for r·1arcel, the problems of injustice, oppression and 

suffering cannot be understood and resolved politically, whereas, for 

Sartre, these problems can ultimately be resolved by political action. 

The epithets "existentialist" and "existential" have been rather 

indiscriminately used to describe either the plays of Narcel or those of 

Sartre. ~':arcel seems to accept the use of the latter, suggesting that 

I" , "un theatre est existential dans la mesure ou les personnages prinnipaux 

sont effectivement somm~s d'avoir ~ d6cider de ce qu'ils sont,,66. Narcel 

gives as an example the situation of Claude Lemoyne in Un Homme de Dieu 

and that of Ariane Lepriur in Le Chemin de cr~te, while it is clear that 

Sartre's characters are also faced with the problem of understanding and 

realisinG their true identity. The term "exiGtential" thus seems to 

provide an accurate description of the plays of Harcel and So.rtre, but, 

as E. Souriau has pointed out, there is one respect in which all theatre 

is by definition existential sincs the aim of the dramatist "c'est de 

donner l'existence - une existence int~grale, profonde, tclatante, 

pl8'ni~re - ~ des etres fictifs,,67, the theatre ceasing to be existential 

when characters are sacrificed to ideas. S8.rtre I s early definition of 

his drama as a "theatre of situations" is probably a more accurate and 

meaningful description of his own plays and can be applied to those of 

65. Rome n'est plus dans Rome, p. 152. 

66. Les Nouvelles litt~raires, 27.1.1949. 

67. Les Deux cent mille situations dramatinues, Paris, Flammarion, 1950, 
p. 68. 

Unifersity 
Librat1 
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of Marcel as well. "La situation est un appel," writes Sartre; !!elle 

no us cerne; elle nous propose des solutions, & nous de d'cider.,,68 

Here Sartre stresses the individual's freedom of choice and powers of 

self-determination, a very positive and optimistic view of man which 

he considerably modified in his later work. The emphasis on situatiod, 

however, and on the necessity of action remained. !1arcel's characters 

are also involved in a situation which is a call or appeal eliciting 

a free response, but for Narcel freedom is indissociable from trans-

cendence and grace wher2as for Sartre it implies autonomy and self-

sufficiency. There is also an important difference in the type of 

situation conceived by J.larcel and Sartre. Sartre speaks of the situat

ions in his plays as "situations-limites,,69 - representative situations 

taken to their most extreme and critical limit where the individual 

is faced with a decision or course of action which may involve murder 

or suicide. War, emprisonment, torture, the class struggle - these are 

the subjects which recur in Sartre's theatre and which reveal most about 

modern man and the age in which he lives. "Here the return to man 

excludes a tableau of everyday life and mediocrity," writes J. Guicharnaud. 

"Hen are not truly men:in their petty and niggardly daily acts but rather 

at the moment the idea of man is heroically brought into question through 

themselves.,,70 For Harcel, however, man's "petty and niGgardly daily 

acts" may well prove more representative and revealing than heroic acts 

involving violence and death. In fact, he he1ieves that the apparently 

//\ 
68. "Pour un theatre de situations" in La Rue, no. 12, novembre, 1947, p.8. 

69. ~. 

70. Hodern French Theatre from Giraudoux to Beckett, New Haven, Yale 
U.P., 1961, p. 139. 
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\ '" "; mediocre and mundane often conceal "les grands a-pies de l'ame a cote 

desquels un observateur ordinaire pourrait passer sans en rien soup-

9onner,,7l. It is this inner spiritual drama which forms the basis of 

the situations in harcel's plays, but these situations, although out-

wardly less extreme and violent.than those dramatised by Sartre, often 

bring the individual face to face ,dth suicide, sufferin.:; and death. "Ce 

sont toujours les situations humaines fondamentales qui ont retenu mon 

attention,1I he writes, lIet elles sont justement command~es par Ie fait 

de la mort, Ie fait de la maladie, sans lesquels la condition de l'homme 

ne peut pas etre appreh endee dans sa v~rite. ,,72 Marcel has also spoken 

of IIsituations-limites ll when referring to his "piece e'clairantesIl73 , and 

by this he means an experience of insight or illumination which cannot 

be surpassed. 

The belief in commitment leads }Iarcel and Sartre to dramatise very 

different subjects and situations, but they both agree that the theatre 

should challenge any smug, comforting view of life and awaken the audience 

to a deeper understanding of reality. In this, there is certainly nothing 

foreign to the essence of good theatre if we afcept with V. Arout that we 

basically ask the dramatist not only to move us, but also "de nous donner 

~ penser, d'alimenter ce qui, en nous, cherche et s'inqui~teIl74. 

71. 

72. 

73. 

74. 

Pre'face, Le Seuil invisible, p. 4. 

IITh~atre et philosophie. Leurs rapports dans mon oeuvre. 1I in 
Recherches et D~bats, no. 2, octobre, 1952, p. 33. 

Conference at Cerisy-la-Salle. 

Carrefour, 23.9.1944. 
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The word "~clairant" or "lib~rateur" best describes the kind of awakening 

which Earcel hopes to elicit from his audience. He describes the hormal 

field of vision as self-centred and insular, \ihere "chacun de nous se 

saisit spontan~ment con~e foyer unique d'un monde ou les autres n'apparai

ssent que co~e des silhouettes, des ombres chinoises, des ~tres ~ deux 

dimensions,,75. In such a state, we are not only unable to understand 

and communicate fully with others, we are also prevented from being or 

realising our true selves. I'~arcel hopes that through our identification 

with the characters in the play, through seeing more clearly the par-

ticular problems, difficulties and doubts with which they are faced, we 

shall be lifted out of ourselves on to another level of consciousness 

"d'o~ il nous devient possible de jeter sur ce monde - ci un regard 

- l' ,,76 I k th t· h d' th tId . renouve e - a 00 a ~s c arge w~ grea er ove an compUSS10n, 

and with a ~eeper sense of justice. The response which Sartre hopes to 

obtain from his audience is very different. Commitment for Sartre means 

demystification and, as he explained to ~I. Chapsal, his aim in whatever 

he writes is therefore "montrer, d~montrer, d~mystifier, dissoudre les 

mythes et les f~tiches dans un petit bain d'acide critique,,77. He seeks 

to induce in his audience a greater social and political awareness, to 

alert it to the realities of oppression and exploitation, and to encourage 

greater aggression and contestation. In the theatre this effect can be 

achieved when the spectators are presented with an arresting and disturbing 

representation of their own lives. 
I "L'auteur dramatique presents aux 

75. 
/ ,~ 

"Finali te essentielle de l' oeuvre dramatique" in o;;L_a:....o;.R;.;;e~vu~e ___ t.::.:h:.:;.e;:;.a=t=-r;;;;;:a.;;:l_e, 
no. 3, octobre-novembre, 1946, p. 285. 

76. ~., pp. 285-6. 

'" 77. Les Ecrivains en personne, p. 230. 
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hommes l'eidos de leur existence quotidiehne," writes Sa±tre; "il leur 

montre leur propre vie comme s'ils la voyaient de l'exterieur.,,79 But 

whether the truths to which they are committed are religious or political, 

Marcel and Sartre have in common the desire to address as wide a public 

as possible. Both express concern at the gfadual appropriation of the 

theatre by the middle classes and its transformation into an ~litist 

art form. "Je me demandais, ces jours-ci," declared Harce1 in 1936, 

/A, t I "si Ie theatre en se fixan , en rompant avec ses traditions itinerantes, 

" \ t t t d' t' . I" " ' n'ava~t pas apres ou en u a se ma er~a ~ser, a s embourgeoiser, a se 

80 
ploutocratiser de la fa~on la plus dangereuse." In a lecture given at 

the Sorbonne in 1960
81

, Sartre ma~e a similar criticism of the theatre, 

and, like ~~rcel, he emphasses the need to revive its past traditions and 

to recreate genuinely popular audiences. 

According to J.-M. Domenach, the contrast between man's real and 

ideal state underlines nearly every theatrical performance. The theatre, 

he says, "nous donne le speftacle de ce que nous devricns etre si nous 

/ " / vivions vraiment, et parfois de ce que nous sommes en real~te sans oser 

y penser,,82. Although intended to ap:ply to all types of drama,this. is 

a particclN~ apt comment on the theatre of j:-Iarcel and Sartre in view of 

their emphasis on commitment and their conception of the dramatist as an 

"awalmer". This does not, however, mean that they are only interested in 

79. Situations, IX, Paris, Gallimard, 1972, p. 124. 

80. "R~flexions sur les exigences d'un th~~tre chr~tien" in La Vie 
intellectuelle, 25 mars, 1937, p. 462. 

81. See Un th~atre de situations, pp. 105-6. 

'" 82. La Retour du tragigue, Paris, Editions du Seuil, 1967, p. 12. 
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cheap Christian or socialist propaganda. In his essay "Q.u 'est-ce que 

la litt~raturG?" Sartre claiws that literature shou~d be moral - that is 

describe and draw attention to fundamental moral problems or choices -

but certainly not moralisihg83 • His attitude to the theatre is basically 

the same. liCe qu'un romancier, ce qu'un dramaturge peut essayer de faire," 

" . he observed, "c'est rappeler au public ses propres preoccupat~ons sous 

une forme mythique. Notre role est de poser des problemes devant nos 

contemporains, rien de plus.,,84 Sartre's theatre does not leave totally 

unanswered the questions it raises. Les Mouches and Huis c10s, for example, 

distinguish quite clearly between a life of freedom and a life of servitude, 

while Le Diable at Ie Bon Dieu can leave us in no doubt that political 

action is necessary in contemporary society and that it necessitates 

violence: but none of these plays states or advocates a precise and well-

defined course of action. It should also be pointed out that La Diable 

et Ie Bon Dieu, probably the most assertive and demonstrative of Sartre's 

K 
./' , 

plays, is followed by ~, Kekrassov and Les Seguestres d'Altona, all 

of which introduce into his theatre a note of increasing anxiety and uncer-

tainty. For Iilarcel, too, there are no easy, straightforward answers to the 

questions he asks about man and his place in the world. Even after his 

conversion to Catholicism, Harcel's plays remain strikingly open and 

interrogative: there is an undercurrent of hope and belief, but no defin-

itive or dogmatic assertions. Narcel is aware that religious truths are 

83. See Situations, 11, p. 313. 

84. Les Nouvelles litt~rairesl 1.2.1951. 
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often misconceived and misfepresented, and he has guarded against writing 

anything resembling 'un th~~tre apologetique ou la foi apparaitrait comme 

une pseudo-solution, je dirais meme comme un bouche-trou,,85. Faith is 

sometimes presented in Harcel's plays as a very real and joyous experience, 

but it is never something that can be proved or demonstrated, nor does it 

immunise the believer against future uncertainty and doubt; faith is 

ultimately a wager and an act of personal commitment for which there can 

be no objective verification. The same is ~ue of the political choice 

and commitment presented in Sartre's theatre. The fundamental ambiguity 

and drama of human existence is thus respected and preserved by both 

draratists, and it is here that the distin ction between"pieces engage:s" 

and "pieces a these" becomes apparent. 

Despite the fact that the 1tEstre of Narcel and Sartre calls for a 

high degree of thought and reflectioh, it must not be assumed that it is 

purely intellectual entertainment. Since their plays are constructed 

around imaginary characters who are confronted by certain experiences 

or situations to which there are no logical, ready-made answers or 

solutions, they are able to generate and maintain a high degree of emo

tional involvement on the part of the spectator which only subsequently 

gives way to reflection. In contrast, an intellectual problem that is 

dramatised for the stage can appeal and induce participation only on an 

intellectual level. Thus if Pascal Laumi~re in Rome n'est plus dans Rome 

could reason his way to God and to the spiritual assurance that he 

previously lacked, or if Goetz in Le Diable et Ie Bon Dieu could reason 

his way to political action and thus free himself of his former preoccu

pation with the absolute, the drama would, in both cases, be intellectual 

85. En chemin vers quel eveil? , p. 168. 
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and not existential,and the theatrical experience would be almost 

exclusively cerebral. What in fact happens in both plays is that we 

gradually identify with the main character and share emotionally in his 

struggle towards personal freedom and truth before we reflect on the 

nature of this struggle and on the spiritual or political issues that 

it raises. In other words, the plays' existential framework ensures the 

emotional involvement of the spect~tors, a point that is overlooked by 

several of Sartre' s critics. "~ihen an audience views a Sartre play, they 

must thihk - not cry or laugh," writes H. ·vlreszin. "If this is construed 

to be an indictment of his drama, it must also be construed as a far 

greater indictment of his audience.,,86 The inaccuracy of this statement 

is underlined by Sartre's co~ent on the reaction of certain sections of 

the public to the apparently blasphemous scenes in Le Diable et Ie Bon 

Dieu. IIIl n'est pas mauvais d'etre scandalis~," he declared, "mais apres, 
. 1\ 

pas pendant Ie spectacle, parce ~ue Ie scandale gene l'illusion drama-

ti~ue. ,,87 Ultimately, of course, Sartre would prefer the dramatic illusion 

engendered by Le Diable et Ie Bon Dieu to give way to sober reflection 

rather than to a feeling of scandal and outrage. Sartre's comments on 

Les S~guestr~s d'Altona emphasise even more clearly the combination of 

emotion and thought, involvement and detachment at which he is aiming in 

his theatre. Here he portrays the experiences of a young German officer 

during and after the Second World War while indirectly alluding to the 

situation of French soldiers involved in the Algerian Ivar. At first, the 

86. IIJean-Paul Sartre: Philosopher and Dramatist" in Tulane Drama Review, 
no. 3, Harch, 1961, p. 56. 

87. Le Figaro litt~raire, 30.6.1951. 
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spectator is unaware of this and finds himself involved in the tense and 

intriguing situation of the von Gerlach family: it is only later that 

he is able to make the necessary association of ideas and the comparison 

between Germany in 1940 and France in 1959, at which point he momentarily 

detaches himself from the play. "Disons que Ie mirage th~~tral devrait 

s'effacer," observes Sartre, "pour laisser la place ~ la v~rit& qui est 

derri~re ce mirage.,,88 To achieve audience participation, Ss.rtre relies 

not only on the fascination engendered by strong characterisation and 

extreme situations, but also on a whole range of theatrical effects which 

may contribute to the general atmosphere of the play. For Harcel, on the 

other hand, audience participation is restricted to our involvement in the 

situation of the characters, an involvement which will grow gradually 

deeper as we sense that something fundamental is at stake, something which 

directly concerns us. 
I 11\, , 

"Je suis emu au theatre,' he writes, "a partir du 

moment o~ j'tprouve directement que ce qui m'est propos~ me concerne, que 

A 89 
je suis moi - meme en question." 

It is in the setting and tone of their plays, and in their use of 

scenic effects that the greatest divergence between Marcel and Sartre as 

dramatists is to be found. At first sight, IvIarcel's plays closely resemble 

the highly popular form of boulevard theatre of which Henri Bernstein was 

a leading exponent in the inter-war years: the action invariably takes 

place in the drawing-room of a middle-class home, for which there is a 

88. 

89. 

"Les SEfguestr~s d'Altona nous concernenttous" in Th~~tre populaire, 
no. 36, 4e trimestre, 1959, p. 3. . 

"Finalit~ essentielle de l'oeuvre dramatique" in La Revue th~~trale, 
no. 3, octobre-novembre, 1946, p. 289. 
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straightforward, realistic set, and centres around the difficulties and 

problems of a small family group. Where r.1arcel's plays G.iffer from boule-

vard theatre is in the nature of the charact,~rs' preoccupations and in 

their depth of reflection or self-scrutiny. As such, although the main 

characters in Harcel's theatre may not be "des h~rQs" and "des ~tres 

d'exception,,90, they clearly stand out from the average person "par une 

clairvoyance int~ri e ure plus aigue qui leur permet ~ certains moments ••• 

d'apercevoir et de condenser en une intuition ce qui, pour un regard moins 

penetrant, demeurerait a l'btat de poussi~re de conscience ~parse et 

insaisissable,,91• They remain, however, close to us because we can readily 

identify with the kind of situation in which they find themselves. By 

introducing more exotic settings or extreme situat~ons, or by experimenting 

with symbolism or allegory, Narcel believes not only that we identify less 

e~sily with the characters on stage, but also that the ffietaphysical impli

cations of their experience are considerably obscured. "Hais la v~rit~ est 

t " I" I \ \ que, si je me suis oUJours app ~que a mettre sur la scene des personnages 

aussi proches que possible de nous," he observes, "participant a la m~me 

I "" d' t t ' experience, au meme unlvers, au re par ce qu on pourrait ap~el~r la 

vis~e m~taphysique i etait pour moi d'autant plus d.istincte.,,92 H2.rcel 

fecognises that he has had no real contact with the working classes, a fact 

he deeply regrets, and that he has therefore restricted himself to depicting 

90. 
/ Preface, Le Seuil invisible, p. 3. 

I Le Seuil invisible 3-4. 91. Preface, , pp. 

"Th4atre de l'ame en axil" in Recherches I 10, juin-juillet, 92. et Debats, no. 
1950, p. 8. 
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in his plays the one milieu he knows well. He does not feel, however, 

that t~is seriously undermines the universality at which he is aiming, 

for an attentive and perceptive dramatist can rapidly pierce the trappines 

elf social milieu and uncover "l'homme moyen sans particularit~s de v~tement 

oU de classe,,93. Universality is not achieved, he thinks, by generalisa-

tions or abstractions, but by deepening our understanding of the experiences 

of a particular individual. If the dramatist can convey to us the myster-

ious reality of each human life, then he will have succeeded in what Barcel 

considers to be the highest function of the theatre - "~veiller ou r~veiller 

en nous Ie sentiment de l'infini que recouvre Ie singulier,,94. 

It will be clear from these remarks that lbrcel' s theatre is basically 

inverted or introspective, concentrating on the inner, spiritual drama of 

man. "l':onsieur Gabriel harcel pr~f~re ~ toutes les autres ces intrigues 

presque enti~rement d~pouill~es d'incidents ext~rieurs," comments T. 

NaiLnier, nr~duites au mecanisme des incidents infimes, des rencontres, 

des conversations, qui d~voilent peu & peu les profondeurs inavou~es, 

censur~es d'une r~alit~ humaine d'abord masqu~e de ses apparences". 95 

It is, however, important to r8member that self-scrutiny, which plays such 

an important part in the inner drama of Harcel's characters, means neither 

definitive self-knowledge nor total isolation from the outside world. 

This point is overlooked by ~~. Roy whenbe maintains that the extreme 

lucidity of Harcel's characters stifles any possible dr:matic movement. 

93. 

94. 

95. 

1ft L " Theatre et philosophie. eurs rapports dans mon oeuvre. in 
Recherches et Debats, no. 2, octobre, 1952, p. 33. 

"Th~atre de l'be en exil" in Recherches et D~bats, no. 10, juin
juillet, 1950, p. 13. 

Combat, 7.11.19530 
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"Car des consciences qui se connaltraient, absolument lucides, seraient 

aussi absolument st~riles, d~j~ mortes, d~ja. jug~es," he observes. "Tant 

il est vrai que chacun se d6finit dans la rencontre d'autrui et. non pas 

1 · t . II ,,96 
~n se rep lan sur SOl-meme. A play like Un Ho~ne de Dieu, however, 

shows that a character's thirst for self-knowledge depends on a dynamic 

living relationship not only with himself but also with those around him, 

and that as he looks more closely and deeply into himself, so he realises 

that self-knowledge can never be objectively established. f "Une decouverte 

progressive de cette nature ••. , qui a pour r~sultat de faire surgir entre 

deux individus une r~alit~ qui les domine en les reliant," writes R. 

Fernandez, "telle me parait etre la dialectique drarnatique de Gabriel 

liIarcel. ,,97 These comments not only answer the objections levelled at !-Iarcel 

by J.-H. Roy, they also throw light on w'hat is, in fact, the basic dramatic 

movement of his plays. Far from being static and devoid of action, the 

spiritual drama conceived by l~rcel is constantly evolving and deepening 

from within as the characters seek to understand more fully the situation 

in which they find themselves. "D~daignant Ie plan de l'expansion hori

zonb.le," observes L. B:lrjcIl," (la pi~ce) avancera, si j'ose dire, par 

, f 'f ,,98 creasees et orages succeSSl s ••• 

Although the mystery of life is central to the conception and presen-

tation of most of 101arcel's dramatic work, the tone of his plays is very 

different from the spectacular IIIystery Plays of the I,Iiddle Ages. For l~iarcel, 

96. "1e th~~tre de Gabriel Barcel" in Les Temps modernes, no. 48, octobre, 
1949, p. 753. 

97. "Un Homme de Dieu" in La Nouvelle Revue fran~aise, juin, 1925, p. 1062. 

98. "Gabriel Barcel & la scene" in £tudes, vol. 26R, septembre, 1949, 
p. 222. 
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mystery implies participation in, or awareness of a deep spiritual reality, 

something which he hopes to achieve by inducing reflection rather than by 

resorting to more forceful and emotive means. In fact, Harcel believes 

that spectacle diminishes rather than enhances audience participation and 

that "l'~motion obtenue avec des moyens r6duits est plus authentique ••• 

que celIe qui est due ~ la mise en oeuvre «'un puissant ensemble mat~riel,,99. 
I " , , Narcel is also critical of what he calls "un theatre de celebration", con-

ceived as a bold and triumphant glorification of God and His presence in 

100 the Christian world. l'Iarcel's own theatre is never triumphant or asser-

tive, and the paths to truth are ffaught with many tr:.tps and pitfalls. Nusic 

offers a more certain and re"assuring expression of truth for Harcel than 

the theatre, but much of harcel's drama can be likened to a musical com-

position. In the preface to his first collection of plays, Harcel likens 

the reaction to which he hopes his~o works will give rise among the 

audience to the emotion "que donne une grande musique"lOl, while his con-

ception of participation in the theatre closely invites comparison with 

audience participation in a concert hall. This last point is underlined 

by R. Jouve who obse.eves that "pour ap:?r~cier comme il convient:ce the~tre 

11 faut se mettre comme devant une belle musique en ~tat du recueillement; 

car les drames de la vie 1nt~rieure ne sont pas des spectacles, mais des 

. ,,102 
symphon~es • 

99. "R~flexions sur les exigences d'un th~a.tre chr~tien" in La Vie 
intellectuelle, 25 mars, 1937, p. 459. 

100. See Th~~tre et Religion, Lyon, E. Vitte, p. 61 et seq. 

101. Pr~face, Le Seuil invisible, p. 2. 

102. "Un th~hre,de la sinc~rite. Gabriel liarcel, m~taphysicien et drama
turge." in r.:tudes, vol. 2, avril, 1932, p. 28. 
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Just as Larcel, from the pUblication of his very first plays, took 

an unwavering stand for realism, in the theatre, so Sartre has constantly 

upheld the need for some kind of aesthetic distancing, preferably through 

the use of m~th. Sartre's avoidance of realism in the theatre is due, above 

all, to his choice of subject matter. 'i'lhereas Uarcel turns his attention 

to the drama and conflict of everyday life, Sartre is interested in the 

major social and political issues of his time - resistance against the 

Germans, racialism in America, the nature of revolutionary politics, anti-

Co~~unist propoganda in the West, the use of torture in Algeria. To try ahd 

present such subjects realistically on stageIDuld be a formidable, but 

also unnecessary task. Sartre reaJlises that political essays or meetings are 

far more accurate and effective means of directly approaching these subjects 

than the thea tree ~lha t the th~atre can effectively offer, on the other 

hand, is a striking interpretation or distillation of political reality 

rather than an exact reflection or representation of it. Invariably this 

interpretation will tend to be rather summary and schematic, but it will 

reflect certain general ~uths about revolutionary politics or colonial 

oppression, for example, Myth can then be used as in Le Diable et Ie Bon 

Dieu or Les S~guestr~s d'Altona to convey these truths while, at the same -
time, ensuring that they are expressed and presented in a form which is 

suited to the theatre."Il faut que la ]>i~ce donne une vision totale d'un 

moment ou d'une chose," writes Sartre, "mais il faut en m£me temps que 

I , , , • \ • \ , ,.. 103 
ce qui sly revele, se revele d'une man~ere ent~erement theatrale." 

103. Un th~~tre de situations, p. 326. 
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~'lhere Sartre does not use some form of allegory or myth, he achieves dis-

tancing either by a slight transposition in time ahd place - as in LGS 

l'Iains sales, for example t - or by comic exageeration - as in La Putain 

I resnecilEuse or I~ekrassov - the only exception being l';orts Sims seRul tura 

where, by the straightforward use of realism, Sartre had tried to dramatise 

the horrifying confrontation of the torturer and his victim. Aesthetic 

distancing must not, however, be confused with emotional detachment. Indeed, 

it is clear that the extreme tone of plays like ~e Diable et le Bon Dieu and 

Les Seguestr~s d'Altona, although totally unrealistic, generates an intri-

guing and fascinating atmosphere wholly conducive to audience particip·ltion. 

The spectators' detachment only begins at the point at which they realise 

the extent to which the imaginary world presented on the staGe is a dis-

tillation of some of the more important moral and political questions raised 

in the real world outside. 

lihrcel is o:pposed to the use of myth in t:le theatre because he sees it 

as a dangerous form of systematisation and abstraction. "II est plus facile 

1\ 
d'accomoder les mythes au gout actuel," he declared ih 1946, "de les mdtre 

/ au service de doctrines philosopbiques, voire politiques, que de creer des 

personnages doues d tune vie propre .,,104 :B'or r·'IarlEel the theatre should 

i~dividualise and particularise, rathe~ than simplify and generalise, while 

for Sartre the inverse is true. This does not, however, mean that his 

characters are mere types. Goetz and Frantz, for example, are fascinating 

individuals, but it is on the level of a myth or general truth that they 

make their real impact on us. In other words, we are ultimately less 

104 Les Nouvelles litt4raires, 14.2.19460 . -
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interested in Goets as a sixteenth cEintury army captain or l<'rantz as a 

former l;azi officer than in the more representative issues of political 

commitment and the use of torture which they raise. It is this mythical 

aspect of a character to which Snrtre is referrin;-:: when he says that the 

dramatist should try to find "un personnage qui contienne, d'une fa~on plus 

/ \ \ \ l 105 ou moins condensee, les problemes qui se posent a nous a un moment donne" • 

Sartre's use of myth also increases the element of spectacle in his plays. 

Oreste, Goetz and Frantz are all larger than life characters involved in 

exceptional situations or circumstances calling for violent and extreme 

actions. There is nothing inverted or introspective about Sartre's theatre: 

it is full of movement and colour, passionate tirades and tibody deeds, a drama 

of IIfaire" as opposed to i'larcel's drama of "etre". It is true that there is 

no v~ence or bloodshed in Huis clos or in Kean, but the situation of Garcin, 

Estelle and Ines is made memorable by the cruelty and intensity of their 

psyc~ological conflict, while in Kean S2rtre achieves a fascinating thea

trical effect by the constant interplay between illusion and reality. In 

Les Hains sales and Les S~guestr~s d'Altona Sartre experiments success-

fully with the use of flashbacks to recall past events before bringing 

the audience forward again to the present, while the staging of Les Houches 

and Le Diable et le Bon Dieu involves a wide range of visual and auditive 

effects. Sartre's experimentation with such scenic effects underlines his 

claim that the theatre "ne doit se priver d'aucune des sorcelleries du 

th~~tre,,(106) and reminds us that, with its emphasis on spectacle, his own 

105 Un th~~tre de situations, p. 328. o 

106. "Jean-Paul Sartre nous parle de th~~tre" in Th~~tre populaire, no. 15, 
septembre-octobre, 1955, p. 8. 
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drama beco:nes, in the vlords of K. Gore," a re1igiou8 cere:nony to the 

extent that it can be a form of rit.) during w-hich certain myths are 

presented to the public - myths which concern them direct1y,,107 • It 

is, however, !·:arce1's drama of "etre", with its subdued tone but deep 

and penetrating insight into human situations, which, for the purposes 

of this study, is to provide the point of departure in the search for 

true personal identity. 

107. "The Theatre of Sartre: 1940-65" in Books Abroad, no • 2, spring, 
1967, p. 135. 
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CHAPT;.ill TWO 

The early plays: temporal discord and 
ambiguity 

La Chapelle ardente l was first published as part of a tribgy of 

plays2 directly inspired by the events and experiences of the First World 

War. There is an interesting comparison to be made between these three 

plays and the two plays of Vers un autre royaume3, written during and 

after the Second World War, a comparison which emphasises the ~olution in 

I;Iarcel's thought. La Chapelle ardente clearly belongs to the "pi~ces 

ambigues" , the majority of which were written before Harcel's conversion 

in 1929, whereas a play like Le Signe de Ie Croix, although inspired by 

events of a no less sombre nature, is, as its very title suggests, infused 

with an aura of light and hope. In its uncomp~omising severity and its 

atmosphere of oppressive confinement, La Chapelle ardente is a good example 

of Harcel's early drama; in form and style it is typical of lVIarcel's 

theatre as a whole. 

The central figure in La Chapelle ardente is Aline Fortier, whose son, 

Raymond, has been killed at the front during the First World War. She and 

her husband, Octave, have taken into their care Raymond's fianc'e, Mireille, 

who has, in fact, no family of her own. The play is set in 1920, but the 

memory of Raymond still haunts both Aline and Octave - although in very 

different ways. Aline unjustly attributes all the blame for Raymond's 

decision to enlist in 1916 to her husband who, at the time, was in command 

of a regiment at the front. Octave himself recalls that Raymond, in a 

1. All textual references are taken from La Chapelle ardente, Paris, La 
Table ronde, 1949, and will be incorporated in the thesis in the 
following abbreviated form: (CA •• ).8g. (CA 20) = La Chapelle ardente, p. 20. 

2. T' .' ro~§ p;Leces. Paris, PIon, 1931. The three plays are La Regard neu!, 
Le HQrt d! dema~n and La C~pene ardente. 

~ 

3. Paris, Plan, 1949. The two plays are L'Ema.s§aire and Le Sa.gne de la Croix. 
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state of complete indecision and disarray, had come to ask his advice. 

He eventually prevailed upon his father to admit him to his regiment and 

later begGed to be entrusted with a difficult mission during which he lost 

his life. The accusations brought by Aline against Octave distort and 

degrade the truth: she tries to inculpate Octave while at the same time 

undermining and belittling him: 

Octave: Tu m'accuses de n'avoir pas assez veill~ sur lui ••• 
Ah! pourquoi est-il venu au 427? 

Aline: Comme si tu.ne l'y avais pas attir~! 

Octave: 11 m'a demand~ de l'y admettre, c'est lui qui a 
choisi d'y venire 

pas 
des 

Aline: 11 n'a rien choisi, il s'est 
defendu ••• C' est comme le jour oU ••• 
sanglots contenus.) La cote 136 ••• 

laiss~ faire, il ne s'est 
(On 113. sent secou~e par 

Octave: Cette mission - lll, il avait implor'e pour qu'on 113. lui 
confiat. 

Aline: 11 ne pouvait pas faire autrement ••• C'est un engrenage ••• 
Ion, non, Octave, je sais ce que tu vas dire, mais je ne veux pas ••• 
tu e nt ends ••• je ne veux pas. 

, ~ l 
Octave, tres pale: A1ors, moi, je ne l'ai pas aime? 

Aline: Moins que ton prestige. 

Octave: Je n'ai pas souffert? 

Aline: Une douleur d'homme, c'est un insigne ••• 98. se met ~ 
113. boutonni~re ••• (CA 33-4). 

This brief scene is a good example of the numerous confrontations in 

Marcel's theatre between an aggressive, embittered wife and a basically 

mild and withdrawn husband. There are very similar scenes in both Un 

" Homme de nieu, between Edmee and Claude, and in Rome n'est plus dans Rome, 

between Ren~e and Pascal. Cert~inly all the bitterness and resentment of 

Aline is brought out in the harsh words she exchanges with Octave: but to 

explain and understand Aline's attitude and state of mind at that time, we 

have to consider something which happened several years before - the death 

of her son Raymond - and the way in which Aline has reacted to it. 
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The past for Aline is not something which fades into oblivion, nor 

something whose pain is ever alleviated. Thus the death of Raymond should, 

for Aline, be experienced as intensely now, in 1920, as it had been when 

the news first reached the family. Horeover, Aline expea:ts her husband, 

Octave, her daughter, Yvonne, and Raymond's fianc~e, Mireille, to react 

in exactly the same way. This is made clear in the opening scenes of the 

play when Aline notices that her grandson has been playing with some of 

Raymond's toys in the back garden. She immediately tells the maid to return 

them to the attic, and explains to Yvonne that the toys must never again 

be removed. Aline is prepared to pay for any toys that Yvonne may want 

to buy; but Raymond's toys must remain untouched, and the attic where they 

are to be kept is to become a kind of sanctuary. Yvonne cannot understand 

why the toys should be left to gather dust instead of being put to good use, 

and she bitterly remarks: "Tu n'as pas la religion du pass', tu en as la 

superstition. II (CA 18). Aline remains unmoved and coldly points out that 

l l bl d' 11 b 1 t· . '1 t ' IIquand on a ete capa e a er au a ro~s mo~s apres a mor de son frere, 

on n'a pas qualit~ " (CA 18). The attitudes of Aline and Yvonne are ... 
equally extreme; the latter can be accused of a certam insensibility towards 

the past as well as a certain meanness and possessiveness (not only does 

she expect Raymond's toys to be available for her son, but she later suggests 

that she has the right to some of the furniture which Aline ana Octave no 

longer need), while for the former, the past dominates and directs the 

present. There is in Aline's memory of Raymond evidence of an affection 

which is both deep and strong, but also blinding. When Nireille tries to 

explain that she too sees Raymond's toys almost as relics, Aline retorts: 
, 

"Non, toi, tu ne l'as pas eu a toi tout petit, tu ne Ie revois pas comme 

je Ie revois, moi ••• quand on les lui apportait dans son lit, quand i1 

A 
jouait- au jardin, quand i1 les pretait, quand i1 les donnait ••• il aimait 

tant donner. 1I (CA 20). Aline tries to fix definitively the image she has 
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of Raymond, but the attitude that she has adopted is clearly contradictory 

in that if she is to remain faithful to the true image of Raymond, she 

should take into account his generosity and the probability, as X<Iireille 

points out, that, if he were still alive, he would certainly have wanted 

his nephew to play with the toys he once played with as a child. Aline is 

far too inflexible to be receptive to such a consideration: overcome with 

grief at the news of Raymond's death, she reacts, in the words of J. Chenu, 

"comme si on n'avait plus le droit de vivre, comme 8i toute vie ~tait une 

injure ~ la mtmoire du mort, comme un manque de respect et une profanation 

Henceforth, a life of gaiety is inconceivable for Aline; she has chosen to 

suffer, not inwardly and undemonstratively, but in such a way that she 

,A 
• • • • 

imposes her feelings on those around her. "Sa douleur je ne veux pas dire 

qu'elle l'affiche," remarks Octave, "c'est plutbt comme si elle la br~ndissait 

pour vous en ~craser." (CA 56). Octave feels the breakdown in his relation

ship with Aline and in the atmosphere of the family as a whole all the 

more acutely since, before the war, their life together had seemed relatively 

happy and harmonious. The death of Raymond seems to have completely changed 

Aline, almost as though she has become "intoxica;t\ed" by their misfortune. 

In fact, Aline believes that Raymond's death is not a misfortune which she 

shares with Octave, but her own unique tragedy. She thinks that she alone 

has really suffered, that she alone has really remained faithful to the 

memory of her son. Raymond's death does not justify Octave's patriotic 

pride, nor the brief tribute which Octave would like to see inscribed on 

his son's grave. "Q.uand on a souffert ce que je sQuffre, moi," declares 

4. Le th'ltre de Gabriel Marcel et sa signification m~taphysigue, p. 106. 
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Aline, " ••• on n'a pas de ces beaux sentiments, il ne reste pas de quoi 

se les offrir; c'est hideux, la souffrance, et ~a ne se met "[las en 

alexandrins." (CA 34). 

Aline's life has been so trd.nsformed that not only can she not now 

conceive of an existence without sorrow, but her real sympathy is accorded 

only to those who, like herself, have some real cause for unhappiness. 

IfAllne is charitable tOl.,rards I-une Hoel, it is only because, as Yvonne 

cynically observes, she too has lost a son during the v,ar. Aline's atti

tude towards ~~ne Verdet, Octave's sister, is also conditioned by the fact 

that 11rne Verdet is nOVi a widow, whilst her son, Andr~, has an incurable 

heart condition. Hme Verdet is moved by Aline's great sympathy and 

understanding, commenting, significantly, that one must bo unhappy to 

appraciate Aline's true qualities, and Aline herself adds: "Oui, c'est 

dans Ie malheur qu'on se retrouve." (CA 64). To claim solidarity in 

the face of suffering is not, in itself, suspicious, but it is so \'lhen 

it excludes the possibility of solidarity in moments of triumph or joy. 

This, however, is clearly Aline's attitude since she goes on to say: 

"11 n'y a que Ie malheur qui soit vrai." (CA 64). HorGover, despite 

Octave's observations concerning the change in Aline after the death of 

Raymond, there is still a suggestion of Aline's morbid fascination for 

suffering even before the war, since Raymond had several times mentioned 

to Andr~: "C'est curieux, mallian est quelqu'un qui aime les mlllheureux." 

(CA 119). Thus, as J. Chenu points out, Aline seems by nature already 

predisposed to exalt in her misfortune, thereby betraying her secret 

resentment of health and happiness. "La charit~ d'Aline Fortier n'~tait

elle pas d~j~ une sorte de haine sournoise contre tout ce qui est sain 

et robuste?" he writes. "Cela expliCluerait en tout cas la forme qu'a 
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prise sa douleur, car si Ie malheur l'a transform&e, et d'apr~s son 

mari, comme 'intoxiqu~e', il ne l'a pu qu'en agissunt sur un terrain 

pr~par~: la vie ne peut etre pervertie par la mort que 8i lIon 6tuit 

d~j~ en faute & son egard.,,5 

The real tragedy of La Chapelle ardente is not that Aline imposes 

on herself a life of bereavement, but that weaker and less perceptive 

people than Octave are unconscious victims of her passion for suffering. 

Since Yvonne is already married with a family of her m'lU, and Octave 

sees through his wife's actions, i'lireille, already heavily dependent 

on the Fortier family for her existence, is clearly the most susceptible 

of the three to the influence of Aline. Indeed, she is considered by 

the latter as a very worthy "companion in distress". Aline needs some-

body like Hireille to share in her unhappiness, perpetuate the memory of 

her loss and therefore provide the mainstay of her whole existence. 

, t' 't' t't" h ", d ' "Notre 1n 1m1 e, man pe 1, S e says, Je ne irai pas que c est pour 

moi une raison de vivre, mais c'est ce qui a fait que j'ai dur~." (CA 47). 

There is a clear example of the way Nireille is influenced by Aline at 

the end of the first act. Having leamt that Hireille has become aa:quain-

ted with Robert Chanteuil, a good-looking, athletic young man, and 

sensing that Mireille's apparent indifference conceals her true feelings 

towards him, Aline is secretly horrified at the possibility of 

Hireille starting life afresh with someone so young and healthy. Aline 

begins by warning Hireille that her fidelity to the memory of Raymond, 

although seemingly unshakeable now, is likely to be undermined by time 

and change. "Comprends-moi," she says: ,,~ ton age, on ne peut pas,on ne doit 

,~ , 
5. Le theatre de Gabriel Harcel et sa signification metanhysiclUe, 

pp. 105-6. 



- 48 -

pas r6pondre de soi; tu m'entends bien, on ne Ie doit pas. On change; 

c'est affreux, mais c'est ainsi." (CA 47). Such is Aline's stature and 

prestige in the eyes of Mireille that a suggestion of this nature merely 

acts as a spur to Hireille's sense of duty. And Aline's intentions 

become, seemingly, even more apparent when she adds: 

Aline: Si jamais tu te decides a refaire ta vie, et, au 
fond, c'est dans l'ordre ••• 

Aline: Ce ne pourra @tre avec un indigne ••• non, apr~s 
ce qui a fail11 ~tre ••• 11 y a une diminution morale dont je 
te sais incapable. Ce n'est pas un viveur, mettons, je ne 
sais pas, moi, comme ce Chanteuil, qui pourra jamais ••• 

Nireille, indistinctement: Pourquoi Chanteuil? (CA 48-9). 

In the course of the second act, Aline and Octave learn through 

Hme Verdet of the precarious nature of Andr~'s health and of their 

nephew's strong affection for ~:Iireille. Aline's reaction, while comfor-

ting Hme Verdet, does not fail to arouse Octave's sense of outrage. 

He foresees the sinister possibilities of Aline trying to arrange a 

marriage betvleen Hireille and Andre, and therefore tries to persuade 

Nireille that, if she feels attracted to Robert Chanteuil, she should 

not be held back by any feeling of guilt. Already, however, unbeknown 

to Octave, ~iireille has rejected Chanteuil' s proposal of marriage and the 

way is thus made open for Aline to act. AGain Aline acts by suggestion 

rather than by proposition, leading Nireille to believe that her true 

vocation is one of self-sacrifice , and in this way Hireille fintis her

self contemplating an act which she had initially rejected with horroll'6: 

6. "Alors, tu t'imagines que je sonee ~ conunt3ttre ce suicide?1I (CA 89). 



- 49 -

Aline: II m'a sembl~ que, pour une ~me comme la tienne, 
une ame murie par la douleur 0 •• 

}1ireille: Tu appelles ~a mllrie? 

Aline: Le bonheur ne pouvait etre qu'un autre nom, du •• 0 

oui ••• mettons du sacrifice ••• (CA 91). 

In her underhand denigration of Chanteuil and in her insidious 

suggestion that, for someone like IvIireille who is already marked by 

suffering, happiness implies self-sacrifice, Aline appears, at first 

sight, to be a totally repugnant figure, selfish and embittered. And 

yet she defiantly refutes Octave's suggestion that she has dictated 

~Iireille' slife. "Personne ne respecte plus que moi 113. 11 bert~ des autres," 

(CA 94) she declares. Rather than a sign of blatant hypocrisy, Aline's 

statement suggests that she is a tyrant blinded by the force of her 

passion. Octave himself suddenly realises that Aline's influence on 

Nireille was perhaps more unconscious than planned: "Ce n'est peut-

atre pas de la perfidie," he says, "peut-atre que tu ne sais pas toi

meme •• !' (CA 97). In addition, vTe learn that, even without direct action 

through words, Aline often reveals feelings and attitudes which she sin-

cerely believes to have kept hidden. vlhen she tells lUreille that she 

would not have stood in Mireille's way had she decided to marry Robert 

Chanteuil and that she would have concealed her disappointment, Hireille 

retorts: "Je ne sais pas si tu y aurais r~ussi. Tu es moins ma1tresse 

de toi que tu ne cro~" (CA 85). This again lends weight to the idea 

that Aline's influence is often unconscious, as, for example, when Hme 

Verdet observes: "Avec toi, on ne dit pas ce qu'on veut; je l'ai 

souvent remarqu~." It is almost as though Aline were endowed with strange 

and fascinating powers which only the firm and perceptive are able to 

resist. "II y a un fait," says Hireille at the end of the play, "c'est 
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que la vie n'est supportable que si elle est loin!" (ell.. 128). All that 

Aline can be reproached with is that she is someone "qui ne s'efface 

jamais ••• qui vous emp&che d'exister" (ell.. 128). Her presence alone 

arouses doubts or sows discord: "C'est comme si elle ne pouvait pas 

"'tru' d s'empecher de de Ue ••• pas par es aetes, simplement parce qu'elle 

est 1&." (ell.. 130). To see Aline as a cold and calculatin~ fieure would 

be"DDt only contrary to the author's ihtentions, but would also destroy 

the dramatic effectiveness and tragic resonance of the play. It is essen-

tial that we sympathise with Aline as an unfortunate and unhappy person, 

blinded and confused by her own suffering and, sometimes consciously, but 

more often unconscicusly, bringing the same unhappiness into the lives of 

those around her. Thus, it is only at the end of the play, almost a year 

after the marriage of Nireille and Andre has taken place, that Aline 

realises the part she had played in turning Nireille away from a man sre lIllY have 

loved to another person for whom she felt at best a little sympathy: 

"Alors, c'est vrai! C'est ma faute! et ce malheureux Chanteuil, peut-

~tre ••• " (CA 125) • For this realisation to be a moving theatrical 

experience, the tyrranical and resentful side of Aline's character must 

be balanced by her inner blindness and confusion. The reaction of the 

spectator, initially one of condemnation and . horror, , should gradually 

give vlay to an overwhelming feeling of pity. 11ireille probably sums up 

this reaction best of all at the end of the play when, despite all the 

suffering and misery which Aline has brought into her life, she refuses 

to see her "maman" as anything other than "une pauvre femme" (eA 135). 

Aline's attitude to the past forms a strikinG' contrast \'Ii th that 

of Octave. Aline wllnts the lllemory of Raymond to remain sanctified and 

untouched as a constant reminder of the unjust and tragic destiny of man. 
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Octave, however, remembers the past with pride, because, despite the 

loss of his son, he knows that he died defending the honour of his country. 

Despite the horrors of war, Octave recalls the courage and solidarity 

of his regiment. He considers it his duty - and an act of fidelity to 

the memory of those who lost their lives - to write a book which will 

recall their actions and deeds. "Ce ne sont pas mes m~woires," he ~'ays. 

"Ce sont les annales de mon regiment, c'est par fidalite." (CA 32). He 

has also had printed a special booklet about his son, contnininG the 

numerous letters written by Raymond to him during the hostilities with 

some photographs and quotations. "C'est seulement pour les amis ••• ," he 

explains, "pourooux qui l'ont connu ••• " (CA 26). Aline looks at the 

past as something to be sanctified by silence and mourning; Octave 

remembers it with pride as something to be heralded and proclaimed. Both 

have experienced the loss of a son, but, as Mireille says to Octa~e: 

lfVous n'avez pas la meme fa~on d'etre malheureux." (CA 27). 

Octave also acts as a foil to Aline in his atU tude tOlvards others 

and, in particular, towae'ds Hireille. Tdhereas Aline is authorib.rian 

and self-imposing, Octave does not try to interfere in the lives of those 

around him. It is only when he sees Aline's reaction to the ne\vs that 

Andre is in love vlith Hireille that he tries, unsuccessfully, to inter

vene. Here, however, Octave is acting vii th the intention of nGg:.:. tine 

Aline's destructive influence and thus leaving llircille free to choose, 

but already he senses that he is almost powerless to prevent a false 

sense of abnegation and self-sacrifice from superimposing ltself on 

f'lireille and stifling her natural desires and affections. Thus, when 

Mireille qU8ztions the nature of the happiness which she may be permitted 

to experience, Octave retorts: "Ce n'est pas une phrase de vous." (CA 73). 
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In fact, Octave is by far the most clear-sighted ch':racter in the play, 

and his analysis of the relationship between Aline and Ivlireille, although 

minimising the essential ambiguity of Aline's actions, is a penetrating 

summary of the basic subject of La Chape11e nrdcnte: 

Octave: Cette espece d'etau dans 1eque1 tu enserres cette 
ma1heureuse petite ••• cette tyrannie sous ces dehors de tondreSs0 
~faman ••• Elle t' appelle mamant 

Aline: Assez, Octavet 

Octave: Et a10rs ••• Oh~ ~a, c'est pire que tout ••• cette 
porte que tu entre-bai11es, parce qu'i1 e'agit d'un mourant~ •••• 

Aline: Ainsi, Raymond ••• 

Octave: Non, non, nedis ,pas que c' est pour ton fils, c' est 
pour toi, c' est par ••• i1ny a pas de mot pour dire ce que c' est, 
il n'y en a pas. Et tu as exploit' son chagrin, ses scrupu1es, son 
admiration pour toi ••• Tu t'en es servie comme d'autant de chalnes 
pour la ligoter, et maintenant qu'e11e a ~eut-etre l'illusion de 
s'evader, voila que c'est encore toi ••• ~CA 95-7). 

Octave's own personal tragedy is that he is clear-sighted but 

unable to prevent Aline from destroying a once united family. Ho sees 

... 

Aline's attitude stifling Nireille, estr:J.nging Yvonne and finally causing 

his own departure. In the third act Octave has become a sad and disi11u-

sioned figure, now living on his own, his whole faith in life and other 

people irreparably undermined by his recent experiences. The amiable and 

cheerful grandfath81' we had once seen carrying his grandson on his back 

around the garden has become suspicious and cynical. "Vous savez que je 

n'appr~cie ~p~re la philanthropie chez les jeunes femmes," he says to 

Nireille. "C'est une vertu de vieux." (OA 101). J. Chenu rightly points 

to the difference between "la charit~" and tIle gout du malheur,,7, a con-

fusion doubtless entertained by Octave simply because in Aline he had 

7. La the~tre de Gabriel i'~arce1 et sa significntion m'~taphysigue, p. 105. 
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never seen anything approaching the selflessness and Cenerosity that 

real charity implies. The future now holds so little in store for 

Octave that he is overcome with a feeling of hopelessnes~ andoospair. 

"Pourquoi voulez-vous que je tianne encore ~ la vie ?" (CA 104) he asks 

Hireille. 

The character for whom we feel the most sympathy - perhaps because 

of her basic innocence and helplessness - is Hireille. It is soon made 

clear that Hireille is far from happy at }'ranclieu, not becauso of the 

death of Raymond, but because of the increasingly oppressive atmosphere 

of the house. "Hais si vous vous doutiez de l'atmosph~re dans lqquelle 

je vis ici ••• , " she says to Andr~. "II y a ales moments o~ il me semble 

que j'~touffe." (CA 43). She recognises that the strength of the m.ation

ship between herself and Aline, which is such that each is indispensable 

to the other, is stifling her freedom and independence: "Quand on est 

indispensable aux autres de cette fa~on la ••• je ne sais pas, on n'est 

plus libre ••• on ne ••• respire plus." (CA 43-4). But friehtened by the 

enormity of such a disclosure, and fearing the consoquences of her own 

lucidity, she suddenly declares: "Ahl qu'est-ce que je dis? Non, ce 

n'est pas ~a; ce n'est pas ¥a " (CA 44). In some respects Mireille 

resembles Blectre in Sartre's Les Nouches. Both yearn hostalgically for 

freedom and deliverance, but neither has the strength of purpose or 

character to assume the burden of solitude and responsibility that such 

freedom would entail. There are moments of lucidity, despair and r,;volt 

when Hireille seems close to breaking away from Aline and leading a life 

of her own. "Tu entends, je veux ~tre libre, je me m~priserais moi-m~me 

sans cala; d'abord, c'est bien simple, je ne serais plus rien, et toi, 

je te d~testerai aussi," I·lireille declares at one point. "Q.unnd ces 
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pens~es-l~ me viennent ••• jlai envie de mIen aller pour ne jamais 

revenir." (CA 83-84) • But, in an earlier scene with Octave, it is evident 

that !·iireille is as incapable of leaving Franclieu as she is of deciding 

her own future: 

Mireille: 
partir! 

Octave: 

Nireille: 

Vous me torturez, vous me ••• Ah! si je pouvais 

Partir? 

Nais je nlen aurai pas la force. (CA 73) • 

In fact, I1ireille's attitude to Aline alternat8~ between, on the 

one hand, respect and admiration , - "Je ne connais personne qui a1 t sa 

capacite de souffrance. ~uand je la compare aux autres ••• elect comue 

un don qu'elle a." (CA ~6) - and, on the other hand, extreme resentment, -

":dais qu'est-ceque tu cherches ~ me faire dire? T.es remords font autant 

de mal que ta tyrannie! Ah! 
. , 
Je te deteste!" (CA 125). The tragedy of 

Mireille's situation is that, having lived for so long with, and so 

close to Aline, she cannot now know to what extent she is merely the 

product of another person. Thus, when Aline indirectly suggests that, 

in marrying Andre, l1ireille would be faithful to her true self, l-iireille 

finds herself momentarily agreeing, but unsure as to whether the idea 

is really hers. Then, in a moment of anger and revolt, she turns on 

Aline and cries: "Clest peut-etre une contagion!" (CA 92). Although an 

outside observer like Octave is al·rare of the gradual change that has 

come over Hireille, it is almost impossible to make a clear-cut dis-

tinction between her "real" identity and the "false" identity which has 

been forced on her through Alihe's presence. Thus, on one occasion, 

Octave finds that Hireille springs quite spontaneously to Aline's 

defence when he voices his feelings about the latter: 
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Nireille, aprement: Ce n'est pas une mo.ladie d'etre malheureuoe 
Est-ce que vous trouvez 1a maison top triste, co~~e Yvonne? 
(Houvement d'Octave) La vie ne reprend pas asseZ vite? Vous 
souhaiteriez un peu de detente? 

Octave, avec douce ur: 
moment, ma petite ••• 

Mireille, s'exaltant: 
vous, de toute mon 8me ••• 
a que 98 de beau. T out Ie 
(CA 57-8). 

Ce n'est pas vous, qui parlez en ce 

Eh bien, moi, j'admire, ccla, entcndez
Crest peut-3tre terrible, mais i1 n'y 
reste est m~diocre ••• m0diocre ••• 

The complexity of Hireille's identity is clearly instanced by this 

reaction which shows that she has digested Aline's influence to the point 

of mating it an inextricable part of her whole being. Thus, although it 

is possible to isolate certain decisive moments such as those at the end 

of the first and second scts, first when Hireille decides to throwaway 

the f101o/ers sent to her by Chanteuil, and later shen she discloses that 

she felt obliged to tell Andr~ that she was in love with him, as irrefu-

table examples of A.line's insidious presence, it is nonetheless evident 

that such acts also reflect Hirei11e's own weqkness and complicity. 

Henceforth, it is extremely dangerous to speak of 1-1ireil1e' s auth(Jltic 

••• 

and inauthentic self - as Octave tends to do - or to attribute total res

ponsibility for her acts to Aline. 

After the development of the first two acts, the third act brines 

confirmation of the hopeless impasse into which 1-1ireille has been led. 

She has been married to Andr~ for almost a year, during which time she has 

been out\1ardly happy and contented. In fact, she is desperately trying 

to reconstruct her past and convince herself that the decision to marry 

Andre was hers alone, while at the same time trying to persuade herself 

that at last she has found true contentment and peace of mind. The fact 

that she is no longer so susceptible to resentment and self-doubt is, 

she says to Octave, "le signe que j'ai trouve rna route" (CA 102). She 

feels perfectly contented "maintenant qu'un autre a besoin de moi" (CA 105). 
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But when Aline comes to visit hireille and Andr~ for the first time 

since their 1i'ledding, Hireille's calm assurances melt away and reveal her 

despair and unuertainty. The inner thoughb and feolines which Aline's 

attitude expresses, albeit unconsciuusly, provoke an emotional torrent 

of defiant, but evidently false, affirmations on the part of ldreille. 

"Andr~ est tr~s bon ••• il m'aime tendrernent," (CA 124) says l:ireillo. 

And then, with growing discomfort, she cries: "J'ai 13. vie que j'ai 

choisie ••• que moi j'ai choisie." (CA 124). In her determined attempt 

at self-justification , Lireille merely underlines 1i'lhat the audience has 

known all along - ber hopeless dependence on Aline. "Si j'ai dbcidb 

d'~pouser Andre, c'est que je savais ••• ne trJuver ailleurs que d6cep-

tion ••• qu'amertume; que je n'avais ni In force, ni le d6sir, tu entends, 

ni Ie d~sir de rechercher certaines ••• satisfactions," she admit::>. "Ce 

qUil me fallait, c'~tmt la d~tente, la paix du coeur. ~lle est venue 

. l'ai ••• " (CA 125). ••• Je But, as Hireille reaches the end of her out-

burst, so the mask is finally torn from her face, distraughtness and 

tears revealing her true state of mind. Horeover, as a result of this 

outburst, Andr~ is now led to sense the truth about Hiroille's feelinc;s 

for him as vTell as the truth about his own health. But somethinc; even 

more significant has taken place: Aline, aware of the tliscorcl she has 

suddenly brought into the young couple's life, tells Andr~ and birdlle 

that she is leaving. Homents later Hireille is anxiously questionincr 

the significance of this ~adieu". "lith growing confusion and fear, she 

begins to envisage the possibility of Aline committing suicide: "C'est 

qu'elle a tant souffert ... En somme, qu'est-ce qui In retien~rnit? • •• 

Elle n'e:ot pas croyante ••• Et alors, si elle, Andr6, si elle se 

tuait " (CA 135). Far from envisaging the suicide of Aline merci-o •• as 

ful liberation and relea:'e, Nireille sees it as a horrifyingly imminent 



- 57 -

punishment for her temerity. "La vie ne serait plus possible," she uays. 

"11 faut ~ but prix ••• " (CA 135-6). There is a moment of silence as 

Hireille moves to a desk and looks among the books and pllpers lyinG' 

there, before she turns to andre and tells him that she is lookinG' for 

the telephone number of the friend with whom Aline is staying. 

Long aftel' the play has ended, the audience ".,ill probably still b. 

haunted by the disturbing and perplexing fiGure of Aline and by her com

plex relatL::nship with those around her, with Nireille in particular. 

We are left to reflect on two aspects of Aline's character. First of 

all, there is her total obsession with the memory of Raymond, an obses

sion which is conveyed in the title of the play, the "chapelle ardente" 

being the mortuary chapel in which the body of the deceased person lies 

exposed in the coffin prior to the funeral service and burial. RayWond's 

presence lies behind all Aline's thoughts and actions in the couree of 

the play; but it is a destructive presence, the pr0sence of a dond body 

to whom all must be sacrificed. Thus we see Alihe's opposition to the 

possibility of Nireille developing a deep relationship with the young 

and active ChantaUl, and her approval of a marriaGe with a weak, unhealthy 

person like Andre, totally inferior to Raymond and thus unlikely ever to 

efface his memory. b.or0over, it has already been established thn t there 

is a basic inconsistency in Aline's attitude to Raymond since we are led 

to believe that the latter was a warm and generous person who would not 

want his family and friends to suffer in any way on his account.8 And 

yet this is what happens. Aline's apparent fidelity is a form of 

8. See below,pp 0 44-5. 
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blindness which vitiates all her actions. Her sinister powers are, in 

11larcel's aim ,'lords, those of "un etre rendu tyrannique po.r Ie fait qu' il 

est possede par une seule idee, un seul amour,,9. Barcel does not question 

the meaningfulness of fidelity to the memory of those we have loved but 

shows how, in the case of Aline, such fidelity is undermined and dis-

torted by an obsessive and overpowe,ring "id6e fixe". 'rhe death of 

Raymond has turned Aline in on herself by emphasising her personal loss, 

and has closed her to the needs and feelings of those around her. 

Our attention is therefore drawn to Aline's egoism or self-

centredness; but the horror which her actions may initially inspire in 

us is mitigated by the fact that she is herself deceived as to her true 

motives. Thus she genuinely believes that she played no part in inducing 

Hireille to marry Andr~, when it is clear th:lt this is not true at all. 

lAinsi, la mauvaise foi est Ie ressort meme de l'action," notes Uarcel, 

"mais comr:e sisouvent ou comme presque toujours, la mauvaise foi n' a 

~ ,A , . , 10 
pas conscience d'elle-meme, elle peut s appara~tre comme sinc(:)r~te." 

'vie have, therefore, a figure who is neither the tyrant initially depicted 

by Octave, nor the totally innocent person she herself claims to be. 

Mor8over, the play ends without the ambiguity surrounding Aline being 

clearly resolved. She is a character of whom we are critical, but for 

whom we also feel considerable sympathy and who cannot be described or 

classified in clear-cut terms. "C'est en somme, du th&atre de l'ambieuit&," 

observed Harcel at the time of the play's ra.d.val in 1950, "et conune dans 

9. La Dignit~ humaine, p. 1400 

10. ~., p. 141. 
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Le Che~in de cr~te, la conclusion qui s'en d~gage est l'iWpossibilit& de 

juger les etres en profondeur, pas seulement sur leuIS simulacres. ,,11 

One of the most striking aspects of La Chapelle ardente is that, 

although the basic subject is exceedingly complex and does not lend 

itself to a convenient explanation or solution, it is presented with 

great simplicity and clarity. This is part~cularly evident in the expo

si tion where I·larcel introduces us to the ihitial situation and prc:pares 

us for its future development. There are no long explanatory speeches -

perhaps the most convenient form of introduction to a play, but also 

the most slow-moving and untheatrical of methods. Instead, H:trcel has 

chosen a series of brief, incisive scenes in which each of the main 

characters is in turn presented and his or her salient features cleurly 

outlined. In the first five scenes - which would repr!;;::ent about fifteen 

minutes on stage - we have a clear picture of Aline's authoritarian nature 

and attitude to the past, and of l·:ireille's docility and dependence on 

her _ lilireille' s attitude being offset by that of Yvonne and of Octave. 

In other words, the dramatist sets the situation and tone of the play 

with the greatest possible conciseness and economy. The only obvious 

criticism concerns the inevitable flurry of exits and entrances that 

such a technique involves and this is something which the actors should 

obviously minimise rather than accentuate if they are not to sacrifice 

cohdrence to discontinuity. This danger is particularly apparent during 

the first act in which there are a total of fourteen different scenes, 

all of which involve exits or entrances. During the second act there are 

ten'more scenes, vii th another nine scenes in the final act. 

11. Interview in Combat. 5.10.1950. 
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It is WlfortWlate that a problem. of "mise en sc~ne" should hamper 

what is otherwise a very compact and well constructed play. There are 

no irrelevant or superfluous scenes, and there is an underlying lOGic 

and inevitability about the whole development from the exposition to 

d~nouement. This development is particularly grippinG in the first two 

acts since it is during this time that Hireille's fate is virtually 

decided. ile folIo,,, stage by stage Aline's insidious acts and Hireille' s 

uneasy submissiveness with an ever-increasing sense of fatality until 

the final, decisive sane in the second act. In many wayo, this is the 

scene on which the whole play hinges. In the previous scene, there had 

been a furious battle of words betlveen Octave and Aline, endinG' with 

Octave's declaration that he feels unable to live in Franclieu a day 

longer. Aline is left alone, and I-iarce I' s stage directions make it 

clear that this is a crucial moment for Aline, a moment of self-doubt 

which could yet affect her future actions and the whole destiny of 

Nireille: "Aline reste d'abord immobile et muette mais elle se d~bat 

visiblement c~ntre les mots quI Octave vient de prononcer, elle murmure 

avec une sorte de stupeur indign~e. ('Noi, de la perfidie? ce n'eut pas 

vrai! ce n'est pas vrai!') Pourtant l'angoisse monte en elle; et elle 

tombe enfin a genoux , desempar~e." (CA 98-9). Just as the audience is 

beginning to anticipate the possibility of a high~y dramatic "prise de 

conscience" on the part of Aline, Eireille quietly enters, pale and 

subdued, moves towards Aline and whispers: "II a fallu lui dire que je 

l'aimais ••• " (CA 99). Almost before we have time to measure the awful 

significance of ihreille' s remark, the curtain closes for the end of 

the act. Aline's self-doubt has come too late; her insidious influence 

on Hireille has triumphed, Octave will not nOvi revoke his decision to 
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leave ~'ra.nclieu and Hireille's future has been irrevocably oie-ned away. 

It is clear that the third act will not be a development, but a con-

firmation of this despairing situation. We may, perhaps, be lllornentdrily 

deceived by Mireille's affirmations of contentment, but this impression 

is rapidly swept away. The theatrical effect of the finnl act is to 

impress on the audience a feeling of hopeless confinement and a sense 

of oppressive irr8vocability. The present and future have been decided 

by the past, and neither Mireille nor Andr~ are likely to break free froIn 

Aline's haunting presence. In tone and atmosphere, this final llct calls 

to mind Sartre's liuis clos: a bleak, unchanging futur~ stares as uncom-

promisingly at hireille, Andre and Aline as it does at E~,"i111e, Grtrcin 

and Inas. The latter trio may be in hell, but what is life for Nireille, 

Al1dr~ and Aline if not hell on earth? Horeover, I·liroille' s laot des-

pairins words which close La Chapelle ardente are uttered with all the 

resignation and hopelessness of G:,:rcin' s famous "l.!,;h bien, continuouo,,12 

at the end of Huis clos. 

At first sight La Chapelle arciente would seem to be a pIny 'tJhich 

rapidly dates. The language, customs and values of the social milieu 

represented by the Fortier family clearly belong to the period following 

the end of the Second World ','far in France. This is particularly apparent 

in the case of Octave, whose patriotism and notalgic r(;collections of 

solidarity and companionship are out of place as far as present-day 

attitudes to war are concerned. Indeed, for an audience today Octave 

12. The~tre, p. 168. 
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would probably appear as a rather pathetic fiture, clinGinG blindly to 

totally outmoded beliefs. On the other hand, it should be pointed out 

that the historical context is merely the pretext for an21ysinG a 

subject of universal significance - namely the ambiguity of the indi\idunl' s 

Llenti ty and the destructiveness of a blindinc and obsessi va pas::.1ion -

and that the circumstances which affect Aline, Octave and ~'lireille could 

arise in the aftermath of any period of violence und bloodshod. ',-nien, 

however, the play was revived in Paris in 1950 it was not groeted by 

the critics with great enthusiasm. !1any considered not only that the 

play was decidedly inferior to Un Homme de Dieu (which had been performed 

the previous year), but also that it lacked any relll th8atrical impact. 

This particularly severe criticism should be scon vli thin the con-

text of Claude l'lartin' s production. Indeed, in a lenGthy review of the 

play13, F. de Roux attributes most of the blame for the r1hlativo failure 

of La Chauelle ardente to the producer. The play had originally been 

produced at the Vieux-C01ombier in 1925 by Gaston Bat y, but Harcel had 

not been entirely satisfied with his interpretation which had, to a 

certain extent, distorted the true tone of the play. "La pi'~ce fut 

. d' t 't I'" quelque peu desserv~e par es ~n erpre es assez mal accordes a leur role, 

at que d'ailleurs Gaston Baty, le metteur en sc~ne, avait quelque peu 

inaui ts en erreur," recalls 1-1arce1. "Ce fut du moins le CC'.S pour Jeanne 

Lion, qui incarnait le personnage d t Aline, et quelques mois plus tard, 

devait me dire avec une sinc~rit~ touchante, 'je me tends compte que 

j'ai trahi votre pi~ce et je vous en demande pardon'.11 14 

13. Le Figaro litt~raire, 14.10.1950. 

14. En chemin. vers quel ~veil?, p. 128. 
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Narcel seemed, on the other hand, completely satisfied .d th Claude 

Ihrtin's-interpretation of the play, a reaction wade all the tlore sur-

prising by the widespread condemnation of the overall production.~'. de 

Raux's article raises three important points. We have alr'Jady alluded 

to the number of very short scenes around vlhich the play is constructed. 

These scenes form a kind of mosaic from which an underlying unity 

gradually emerges. This unity stems from the forceful presence of Aline, 

all the other characters being seen in relation to her. The impression 

created in performance, however, was one of di'continuity, the actors 

emphasising the breaks and pauses bet'!leen scenes by clumsily executed 

exits and entrances, when it is clear that the scenes should follow 

smoothly, and virtually unnoticed, one after the other. The second and 

third points made by F. de Roux concern the actors' interpretation of the 

text. He notes that a great number of the sentences in the play are, in 

fact, never completed, the pause indicating either a silent continuation 

of the characters' thoughts or a certain hesitancy and inner confusion. 

But a pause can only be effective in performance if it is interpreted, 

that is to say if the actor conveys his feelings and emotions beyond the 

limits of the spoken word; uninterproted silences create an unnecessary 

void and break the overall tone and rhythm of the action. itA l'acteur donc, 

de sugg~rer au spectateur la fin, ou plusieursfins possibles, de la 

phrase interrompue," writes F. de Roux. "Les acteurs, ici, non seulement 

ne sugg~r ent rien, mais font sentir la coupure et ne sortent merne pas la 

. 't' .' . ,,15 partie de la phrase qu~ a e e expr~mee en cla~r. Finally, he observes 

that Earcel' s plays belong to what Andr.e Obey classified as the Itth~~tre 

15. Le Figaro litt~raire, 14.10.1950. 
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de conversation". The amount of physical movement being extremely limited, 

the actors must rely almost exclusively on the spoken word to express 

themselves - presuming, of course, that the "text does inde'3d contain 

something worthy of expression: "Ou bien Ie theatre de convers::l.tion n' est 

que de la conversation, et alors ce n'est rien, ou bien In convecs'ltion 

est un moyen d'expression qui recouvre, comme un voile transparent, 

l'action et, d'abord, l'action int6r:ieure.,,16 The first term of the 

alternative is clearly belied by a close reading of the text, 80 that if, 

in performance, the play seemed devoid of "action inttnwre" the fault 

must, to a large extent, lie with the actors. Indeed, experienced and 

influential drama critics like R. Kemp17 and JrJ. Gautierl~mphasieed the 

actors' lifeless and uninspiring interpretation. "Si la conviction les 

habi te,ce11e-ci leur reste personnelle, "comments the latter. "lIs ne la 

cornrnuniquent pas.,,19 Only Hary Grant as Aline seemed to have achieved 

any degree of theatrical presence. "Si 11me Mary Grant traduit quelque chose 

du path~tique d'Aline," reports another critic, "les autres restent trop 

,.. 
gui n des pour nous em(QJ.voir tant qu'il faudrait ••• ,,20 As for the 

unfortunate producer, .. Tho .. ms also playing the part of Octave, R. Lalou 

observes that, on the night of the dress rehearsal, "Claude Hartin -

dont la mise en sc~ne est beaucoup trop 1ente pour ces dialogues incisifs

transformait son role en confidences, reserv~es aux trois premiers rangs 

,,21 
de l'orchestre. 

16. Le Figaro litt4raire, 14.10.1950. 

17. In Le Honde, 11.10.1950. 

18. In Le Figaro, 11.10.19500 

19. !:E1s!0 

20. La Croix, 14.10.1950. 

21. Les Nouvelles litt6raires, 19.10.1950. 
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Although Claude Hartin's production of La Chapelle nrdente 

undoubtedly did the playa great disservice, it remains one of Larlfel's 

best early works. The character of Aline, in particular, is one of the 

author's best dramatic creations and one who emphasises hot only the 

pitfalls of egoism, but also the individual's complexity and irreduci-

bility to simplistic categorisation. This is a theme which recurs 

repeatedly in the later plays and which underlines the existential 

dimension of Harcel's dramatic work. La Chapelle ardente was, in fact, 

just one of five plays completed by Larcel during the three years he 

spent at Sens between 1919 and 1922 as a philosopher teacher. The 

afore-mentioned trilogy inspired by the events of the First '.forld Vlar 

reflects ~arcel's preoccupation with some of the domestic problems or 

upheavals which such events could cause, and the same concern with the 

concrete problems of daily life and with the fragility ahd vulnerability 

of personal relationships is also ap~arent in the two remaining plays 

22 completed at Sens, Le Coeur des autres and Un Homme de Dieu. f.10reover 

for a brief time after the war, .. 'J.a:r:cel' s theatre had been brought to the 

attention of the Paris public. Le Coeur des autres and La Grace23 were 

performed in 1921, Le Regard neuf followed a ~ear later and La Chavolle 

ardente was produced for the first time in 1925. These plays, however, 

enjoyed only moderate success and, with the exception of two later plays 

uerfor;neci shortly before the Secohd ',lorld liar (Le Dard in 1937 and Le 
~ --
Fana124 in 1938), Larfel's work as a dr3.lJlatist lay in almost total 

22. PariS, Grasset, 1921. 

23. In Le Seuil invisible. 

24. ~aris, Stock, 1936. 
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neglect until in 1949 a provihcial theatre compnny undertook the pro

duction of Un HOlILrc.e de Dieu, fir8t published in 1925. 25 The play waG 

an immediate success and, when it v{t:!S created for the first time in :Paris 

by the Centre Dramatique de l'Ouest, the startled critics recognised a 

work of gred value which had been gathering dust on libi:ary gook-shelves 

for almost a quarter of a century. It has, in fact, turned out to be 

11arcel's best know"n play, although it should be pointed out that it 

beloncs to the eqrly period of his work and is not considered by the 

author to be either the most significant of his plays from the point of 

view of thought and content, or the most complete from an artistic poiht 

of view" "Ce qui manque dans Un homme de Dieu," he Vlrites, "c'est une 

certaine qualit~ musicale dont j'oserais dire qu'elle est perceptible 

dans les meilleures sc~nes, celles qui se sont impos6es & moi et au 
je me suis senti me dium ... 

As with La Chapelle ardente, Un Homme de Dieu27 had at firGt been 

conceived in a slightly different and unfinished form. The original 

figure of the PlDotestant minister is basically the same in the first 

versions of the play - to be entitled Le Gu~risseur or Gu~rir - written 

in 1921 as in the definitive version composed the following year. There 

are certain modifications concerning the situation bdvleeu the minisbr's 

wife and her lover, and in the situation of the minister's family, but 

the principal change in the definitive version is on a temporal level. 

The crisis envisaged batween the minister and his wife in the 1921 versions 

25. Paris, Grasset. 

26. En chemin, vers quel ~veil?, p. 235. 

27. All textual references are taken from Cing pi~ces ma.jeures, Paris,Plon, 
19'73tPP,9-IDl-, and will be incorpornted in the thesis in the following 
abbreviated form: (ED.o). Eg. (HD 9) = Un Homme de Dieu in Cing pi~ces, 
p. 9. 
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takes place at the time of Edm~e' s adultery; but in Un Homrr.e de Dieu 

the events in the play take place twenty years later. "Du coup toutes 

les perspectives sont enti~rement boulevers~es, " observes l-brcel. 

l~Deux donn~es essentielles ~troitement li~es entre elles s'imposent. 

D'une part l'existence de l'enfant adult~rine, Osmonde, de l'autre la 

r~apparition de l'amant qui est Ie p~re de cette enfant, avec tous les 

28 
probl~mes qu'elle pose." These brief observations will make it 

apparent that Un Ho~~e de Dieu, like La Chapelle ardente, is centred 

around a closely-knit family drama: indeed, the triangular relationship 

bet'ireen Octave, Aline and Hireille is to some extent reflected in the 

situation of Claude, Edm~e and Osmonde in Un Homme de Dieu, while the 

memory of Raymond plays no more important a part in the lives of the 

first group than does the memory and reappearance of Eichel for the 

second group. 

The central figure in Un Ho~~e de Dieu is Claude Lemoyne; but the 

drama of Claude's existence cannot be dissociated from the anguish and 

self-doubt which beset Edm~e, while their life together is inextricruiy 

bound up with that of their daughter, Osmonde. Thus Un Homme de Dieu 

is constructed around two inter-related "drames", one marital, the other 

filial, which run parallel to, and complement each other. This situation 

is not, however, immediately apparent at the outset of the play, and the 

whole of the first act is like the gradual unveiling of a painting, 

initially seen to be a work depicting peace and harmony, but wHeh turns 

out instead to be a nightmarish evocation of conflict ahd turmoil. 

28. Notes annexes, Un Hommede Dieu, Paris, La Table ronde, 1950, p. 212. 
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Certainly, as soon as the curtain reveals the set for the first act -

"Araeublement froid et banal. Au mur, des 'paraboles t de Burnand et 

une reproduction de la Vierge de Saint Sixte." (HD 9) - the spectator 

can have no real premonition of the scenes of furious recrimination 

which lie ahead. Horeover, what we see of the characters seems, at 

first sight, totally in keeping with their austere surroundings. Claude 

appears to be a devoted and hard-working minister, his wife Edm~e is 

responsible for a "Union de jeunes filles" (HD 12), while Osmonde is 

kept busy looking after I-I~Gal's two children and with her Sunday School 

activities. There are, however, signs that these appearances may not 

reflect the characters' true identity. Although Claude's very tone and 

manner sugGest total absorption in his work, Edm~e's sharp, critical 

observations, especially towards Osmonde, form a strikinG' contrast with 

her supposed piety and charity, whilst Osmonde clearly resents her 

mother's constant supervision. "l;on, maman n' oublie jamais rien," she 

says, "maman est terrible." (ED 14). After these initial impressions, 

the audience gradually discovers that, if the present is seemingly 

quiet and peaceful for Claude and Edm~e, it is not true of their past. 

Claude's mother, I·1me Lemoyne, inadvertently reveals to Edm~e that her 

son has told her all about the difficult first years of his marriage, 

and this brings a violent reaction from Edm~e: "Oh, ce n'est plus la 

peine de chercher ~ me tromper ••• Ce secret ••• notre secret ••• il 

l'a 0" Ie miserable~ ••• " (lID 19). At first, the exact nature and 

circumstances of this secret are not explained. Then we learn through 

Claude of his wife's adultery, and of the long, slow period of doubt and 

anguish before they botharerged from their trial reunited and reconciled. 

But with the arrival of Claude's brother, Francis, in the following 

scene, the whole situation is suddenly seen in a new perspective: for now 
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Claude discovers that the man with whom Edm&e had cownitted adultery, 

1-1ichel Sandier, has recently come to consult Francis about his health. 

"Hichel Sandier n'a plus que peu de temps ~ vivre, et il se sait perdu," 

tED 25) reveals Francis. With his death so near at hand, he has one 

last wish: "11 demande ~ voir sa fi11e avant de mourir." (1m 27). Thus 

the last telling revelation is made: Edm~e had not only comuitted 

adultery, but her daughter is the child of IiIichel and not of Claude. 

This exposition is handled in such a way that the audience, at fir~;t 

mildly suspicious about the whole atmosphere of piety and calm in the 

Lemoyne family, becomes intrigued by the "secret" between Claude and 

Edm~e, gradually senses the significance of this crisis in their lives, 

and finally discovers quite unexpectedly that the past is, as it ivere, 

brought to life again through the reappearance of i·lichel. There may 

be some justification in pointing to the rather fortunate coincidence 

whereby Claude is called upon to reflect on the past (and thus inform 

the audience) minutes before he learns of Hichel's return, as well as 

the fact that Claude's brother conveniently hap~·ens to be a specialist 

in the very affliction from which Eichel is dying: but these objections 

on purely realistic grounds are very unlikely to strike the spectator 

during a performance of the play. 

The most significant Jevelopment in the course of the first act 

concerns the audience's attitude to Claude. Unlike his wife, Claude 

seems totally at one with himself and with his religion. It is clear 

that Edm~e's infidelity had, at the time, been a gr~at shock to him, 

but it had also helped to make his religious faith more real and 

necessary. Before Edmee's infidelity, Claude had never really experienced 

anguish or despair: "L'6preuve, maman ••• Avant ces terribles mois ce 

, bl . t 1 r • d I ., . I mot - la me sem a~ creux. ha~s quan on a vecu ce que J ai V€cu ••• " 



- 70 -

(liD 22). Since this moment, his faith had been brought alive, a faith 

which was no longer an abstract ideal but a deep, inner experience which 

had transformed his life. In pardoning his wife and in his unconditional 

trust in God, Claude's whole existence had taken on a new meaning: "~uand 

je songe ~ tout ce que ce pardon m'a apport~, & moi 
, 

••• a cette paix 

int~rieure ••• ce sentiment d'une force qui veut avec vous, mais non 

pas ~ votre place ••• C' est bien depuis ce jour-l& que Ie monde s~,est 

illumin6 pour moi. II (tID 22). Al though Claude had ultimately achieved 

peace of mind, the path he had chosen to trem demanded great c,JUrage 

and humility, for the Christian ethic of forgiveness, far from providing 

an easy and convenidnt solution to the problem of infidelity, implies 

mutual recognition of the other's need, perseverance and strength of 

character. "Chacun a port~ aussi la croix de l'autre," observes Claude, 

"chacun a saign~ pour l'autre. Nous sommes comme enrichis - meilleurs, 

oui, meilleurs ••• " (liD 23). 

lIothing at this stage in Claude's attitude or words bely the 

profundity or authenticity of this experience. irhen, for example, he 

learns of the return of Lichel Sandier and of his desire to see OSlUonde, 

it is totally consistent with Claude's Christian outlook on life that he 

should see this unexpected situation as "une ~preuve qui se pr~sente a 
moi n (RD 28). Contrary toErancis' exhortations, Claude feels that Edm~e 

must also be informed of lUchel' s return. Again, there is absolute 

consistency in his claim tbtto hide the truth from Bdm~e "Tould be to 

betray the very confidence and trust wnbh they have established in their 

relationship. On the other hand, we cannot help feeling that Claude's 

picture of Edm~e does not quite fit the figure we have seen in previous 

scenes, and that Edm~e's pious existence is not really, as Claude thinks, 

an indication of her transformation. In this respect, we sense that 
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Francis, practical and d01m-to-earth, is much nearer the truth. "e' est 

cette vie exen:plaire, oui, c'est cette aust~rit~, celte r6gularit~ qui 

m'inquietent," he observes to Claude. "Tout cela, je ne saia pas, moi, 

" '1 c'est une espece ae somme~ • II me semble quelquefois que ta femme 

dort sa vie." (liD 29). 

A confrontation Qstween Claude and Edm~e, a ren ewed examination 

of the past, and the revelation of Michel's request to see Osmonde 

bring the first act to a highly dramatic conclusion, wuile at the same 

time awakening fresh doubts in the minds of the audience. Edm~e's 

attitude to her husband clearly belies the confidence he has in her. 

\"lhen Claude reflects onc'e .again on his feaction to the ne.'rs of Edm~e' 3 

infideli ty and on the new'-found hope \.,hich faith had given him, EdmGe 

cynically suggests that Claude wqs really only concer'ned with his own 

salvation- a comment which passes unnoticed by Claude - and she scarcely 

conceals her irony Nhen she concludes: "Je trouve tout ~a merveilleux." 

(liD 35). But Edm~e's attitude soon becomes one of anger and horror 

vThen she learns that Hichel has returned and that Claude feels duty 

bound to let him see Osmonde. Claude's magnanimity and forGivone;.;s, 

far from arousing his wife's admiration, horrify her in that they seem 

contrary to basic human emotions. How Can her husband feel compassion 

for a man who had once made love to his wife? Holv can Claude forgive 

SO readily and so easily? "Cette grandeur d'ame a bon march~ me fait 

horreur," (liD 37) cries Edm~e. The thin Llask of piety I'rhich she has 

uneasily assumed, and of which seemingly only Claude haa been a dupe, 

dissolves into a mean and spiteful attack on her husband. She sees 

the pardon which has transformed Claude's life as a convenient solution 

not only to the situation which then confronted the couple, but also 

to the seriou5 doubts which Claude had previously experienced about his 
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calling in life. This, she believes, is the real explan~tion for his 

actions - a pardon motivated not by the love he felt for his wife, 

but by the necessity of finding the spiritual assurance which had tem-

pmrarily disappeardd from his life. Edm6e is stung to the quick and 

humiliated to think that she as a person - and, above all, as a woman -

counted little in Claude's refound faith: "Si tu ne mlas pas p[\rdonn~ 

parce que tu m' aimais, qu' est-ce cpetu veux que j' en fasse de ton pardon?" 

(liD 37). As Edm~e unashamedly breaks down - for the first time moving 

the audience to sympathise with her -, and as Claude stands baffled 

and shocked, so the act comes to a close, and we are left to reflect 

on the possible truth of Edm~e's unsparing accusations. 

The play is, at this point, centred arounu two immediate problems: 

the first concerns Claude - for unlike Edm~e, Osmonde, Francis and I\:me 

Lemoyne we feel there is something essential to an understanding of the 

minister vThich nonetheless escapes us - and the second concerns the 

consequences of a possible confrohtation wi th r~ichel Sandier. Even 

before Claude and Edm~e have had time to consider what action they will 

take as regards ~·Iichel, they learn that the latter has nOvT decided to 

take the mattet into his own hands by calling round to see the Lemoyne 

family. Once again Claude and Edm~e are divided, the latter refusing 

categorically to admit IViichel, while Claude continues to believe that 

his pardon and their reconciliation make no sense if they cannot now 

fa.ce the man who had once brought so much unhappiness into their life. 

Edm~e expec~s her husband to react with all the pride and passion of a 

man, and not with the humility and sense of duty of a minister of God: 

Edrn~e: 
en ce moment! 

Si tu creis que je ne devine pas ce que tu penses 
tu me m~prises parce que je suis bouleverseeo 

Claude; a voix basse: Na ch~rie, mais ta croix, je la porte 
avec toio 
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Claude, tu es mon m~ri, tu n'es pas un pretre. 

Claude, de m~m~: Ce qui nous arrive l~ est vaau;cela ne peut 
pas etre ••• un accident. Bdmee, cette ~preuve 0 •• 

Edmee: Toujours cet horrible mot~ 

Cl d N d 1 " h It" au e: ous evons a v~vre en c re ~ens. 

Edmee: Tu n'as pas de quoi la vivre en homme~ (lIn 44) • 

Is Claude merely reciting the duties of a Chri~,tian as a child 

mechanically recites the maxims and precepts which it has been taught? 

Is Claude dominated by the idea of duty, rather than by a duty which he 

experiences as an essential part of his faith? Is there a divorce 

between the man and the minister? These are the questions which the 

audience begins to ask with increasing frequency, but without ever being 

sure 1-lhere the truth lies. The note of tension and expectancy quickens 

considerably when Osmonde comes in to say that a visitor is waiting to 

see them, and moments later Eichel Sandier enters. The real significance 

of l-lichel's:reappearance is that, for the first time, Edm6e, whose role up 

to this point has been that of an accuser, finds that it is her turn to 

be accused. Claude's pardon has been questioned by Edm~e; now Edm~e's 

avowal of infidelity is questioned by lUche!. In being forced to see 

her relationship with Hichel through f.1ichel's eyes, Edm~e suddenly begins 

to see the past in a much less certain and reassuring light. IHchel had 

asked Bdm~e to leave her husband, but Edm~e had chosen instead to tell 

Claude the truth and thus end her affair with !Hchel. An act of inte-

grity and courage, or of coward.ice and fear? hichel sees her decision 

as a weak refusal to break with established moral values, and as a sign 

of resignation to a life which, although uninspiring, offered safety and 

securi ty: 

I TO h 1 L f d t "e' t I I '1 nc e: a aron on vous av~ez e reve er notre liaison 
a votre mari, et ensuite ce l~che besoin de repl~trage ••• 
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Edm~e: Pourquoi lache? 11 y avait un risque. 

r.Iichel: Il n'y en avait aucun, et vous le saviez. Je me 
rappelle ce que vous disiez de votre mario Non, vous avcz tout 
mis en balance et vous avez estime que le confort moral, la 
securite, la paix de l'fume, que sais-je ••• (lID 54). 

The only real risk was the risk that Edm~e refused to take - to 

leave Claude for fUchel. Instead, she chose tIle chemin le plus facile, 

celui de l'aveu" (lID 55) • But the thought which really torments .8dm~e 

is that, in breaking off her relationship with I-lichel, she became 

partially responsible for the desperate and dissolute life which he went 

on to lead. "J'en ai us~ si largement, de cette libert~ que vous m'avaz 

rendue," declares Hichel,tI ••• eh bien, que j'en meurs, voil~, c'est tr~s 

simple." (liD 54). Edmee's conscience is pricked and her agitation betrays 

an increasing feeling of guilt: "~uand je vais me retrouver seule avec 

cette idee-la, mais ce sera affreux." (liD 55). But Hichel refuses to 

absolve Edmee from any blame and leaves her with the reminder of how 

different their lives could have been if she had acted differently: 

"illais enfin, si vous aviez eu un peu plus de cran et un peu moins de 

vertu, eh bien, a nous deux nous aurions peut-~tre pu avoir une vie , 

tandis que, dame~ apr~s votre confession ••• vous, je suppose que vous 

vous etes endormie ••• et moi j I ai rou Ie." (liD 56). 

Edm~e, left to reflect on Eichel's 'VTords, reacts in a bitter and 

cowardly fashion by turning on her husband. Michel was probably right 

to suggest that Edm~e counted on Claude's forgiveness and understanding 

almost as a matter of course, and Edmee tries to blame and belittle 

her husband because of it: 

Edm~e: 
mon mario 

Au fond, ce sOir-la, je ne tlai pas parl~ comme ~ 

Claude: Edm~e! 
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Edm~e: Crest la cause de tout. Si tu avais ~t4 mon mari, 
si tu m'avais aim~e comme on aime sa femme, avec le meilleur 
et le pire de soi ••• 

Claude: Le pire de soi? 

Edmee: Tu sais bien que je ne t'aurais pas trah i.(HD 60-1). 

Edmee's continual questioning of Claude's acts has gradually 

induced doubt and uncertainty into Claude's mind. We feel profound sym-

pathy for him as he seeks desperately for reassurance, but meets only 

witu hatred and bitterness. Edm~e is burning with revenge because her 

pride has been hurt and her conscience awakened: Claude is to be her 

prey, and he is pursued mercilessly. She accuses Claude of being not a 

man, but a spineless mirJister of God, and his pardon is nOlV seen as "une 

occasion aussi merveilleuse de d6ployer (s)es dons &vangeliques" (HD 61). 

For the first time Claude visibly wilts and, as he turns ~ily on 

Edm~e, so we realise the effect of her constant disparagement of his 

beliefs and acts: 

Claude, il s'est dres8~, bl~me: Tais-toi. 

Edmee: Ah~ tu vois clair. 

Claude: Tais-toi: tu me detruis. (liD 61). 

The second act, like the first, thus closes on a note of high 

drama. Henceforth Claude's self-examination induces in him increasing 

doubt and despair. The confrontation with 1-1ichel has already left £dm~e 

beset by anguish and remorse, b~t Claude refuses to dismiss the last 

twenty years of his life as a hypocritical fa9ade. Nevertheless, in trle 

ensuing scenes, Claude's g2stures and tone of voice betra~' his growing 

agitation. Recognising his own inadequacy to evaluate his past acts, 

and recoiling from Edmee's bitter attacks, Claude turns for self-assurance 

to his brother; but Francis can do no more than affirm that Claude's 

pardon seems consistent with his character and religious beliefs. The 
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doubt still remains in Claude's mind - and, indeed, in ours - as to 

whether he acted clilaritably, by sharing in Edmee's misery, or selfishly, 

by considering his own "salvation". llhen he tries to refute ~dm~e' s 

accusations and triumphantly assert the value and sincerity of his ncts -

"II n'y a pas de banqueroute; quelles qu' aient pu etre mes faiblesses, 

je suis ce que j' ai cru etre." (HD 67) - his words on this Occ,g,sion 

carry very little conviction, and Claude himself is certainly not con-

soled by such a hollow assertion. Not only does his relationship with 

Edm~e seem to be breaking up, but he now discovers Osmonde'eincreasing 

frustration with the life she has been leading and her desire to start 

a new life with Eegal and his tvlO children. Claude is thus made a",yare 

of his failure both as a husband and as a father. "Je n' a u rai rien 

" b"tt 1 b t 0 d 11" lo, " I I transmis, he ~ er y 0 serves 0 smon e, Je ~ aurn~ pre3erve personne, 

je me demande pourquoi j'ai v~cu." (lID 75). It is at this moment that 

Claude reveals to Osmonde that he is not her real father. Osmonde at 

first assumes that he has only just discovered the truth about I':ichel 

Sandier, and Claude is too weak to disabuse her, sensinG that his pardon 

would arouse Osmonce's scorn and alienate her even further from him. 

Finally Claude turns to his mother and denounces her part in making of 

him "Ie rat~ que je suis" (liD ~n). Hme Lemoyne has come to tell Claude 

that there is every chance of his shortly being appointed to "une grande 

paroisse de la rive droite ... Chaillot" (HD 79); her undisguised pride 

and joy contrast markedly with Claude's sombre preoccu~)ations and 

accentuate the heavy irony of the situation. Claude feels that he can 

no longer tolerate the image which lhis mother has Erected around him, the 

image of an eloquent and inspiring preacher, and a model of generosity 

and kindness. He bitterly recognises the influence his mother had on the 

lives of her children with her pre-established list of "noble" professions; 
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in pride of place, minister, because of the family tradition, followed 

by teacher "par~e qu'on forme des ames" (UD 81), and finally doctor 

"parce qu'on est encore au service de l'humanit~" (HD 81). Claude recalls 

his mother's pride when she first noticed his interest in theoloGY and 

her disappointment when he first experienced doubts abo~t his vocation. 

The whole atmosphere of Claude's formative years imposed on him a certain 

idea of life which may have been alien to his true nature. "Non, vois-tu, 

" \ ce n'est tout de meme pas complet'o;ment ma faute si j'ai fait faillite," 

he declareS. "Ce mot t'~tonne, c'est pourtant la stricte v0rit~. J'ai v6cu 

sur re l' argent qui ne m' appartenai t pas. Toujours ~ cr~di t." (RD 82) • 

Claude sees himself as the mere product of his upbringing, and, for the 

first time, he renounces all belief in himself: "Je ne sub rien, je ne 

suis rien." (ED 82). The edifice built up during the last twenty years 

of his life is now beginning to crumble around him, but after the angry 

scenes with Edm~e, Claude feels nothing but emptiness and helpless resig-

nation. "AM oui, vous pouvez me regarder " . .. , 
Hme Lemoyne, "je suis votre oeuvre." (liD 83). 

he says to ~dm~e and 

It is during the final act that the audience's reaction to Claude 

momentarily ~easeo to be one of sympathy. He is forced to acknowledge 

that he had lied to Osmonde about the circumstances of Edm~e's adultery 

and, at the mere mention of Lichel Sandier, he adopts an uncharacteristically 

aggressive attitude. Edm~e's contemptuous insinuations that Clau~e was 

perhaps a Christian, but certainly not a man, have released in him a 

flood of violent and spiteful emotions. But Claude's reaction, far 

from "humanising" him, is degrading and obnoxious. "Jeter quelqu'un 

dehors ••• taper dessus," he cries. "Voil~ o~ j'en suis. 11oi. C'est 

comme si j'avais bu de l'8Joool ••• "(RD 92). Ind when Osmonde announces her 

intention of leaving home to devote herself entirely to H~gal's children, 
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Claude becomes harsh and intolerant. It is Osmonde's turn to denounce 

her upbringing but, unlike her father, she has not left her revolt 

until it is too late. Claude bitterly realises that, wit~ Osmonde gone, 

"il ne (lui) restera rien" (HD 97). 

Claude and ~dmee are left to reflect on the events and circum-

stances of their early married life. \'las the earnest and inspired look 

which had once so fascinated Edm~e the mark of genuine religious fervour 

or the sign of self-delusion? "C'est sur la foi d'un regard ou d'une 

intonation que tu as engag~ i:a vie," says Claude. "Un regard qui 

promettait ... quoi? cette promesse myst~rieuse n'a pas 6t~ tenue, 

et voil1i toute 1 'hi stoire de notre vie commune ••• " (HD 100). Had Claude 

really felt in cOIIIDunion with God or '1vas he merely the victim of "une 

exaltation menteuee" (HD 101)? And is Edrn~e really as mean, cowardly 

and calculating as l-iichel has suggested? Both Claude and Edm~e realise 

that the questions ,,,hich have poisoned the last days of their life 

together cannot be answered with any assurance or certainty. Edm~e 

had presented an image of Claude which probably owed more to her jealousy 

than to her lucidity. She thought she had revealed the trut~, but she 

can no 10nCer be sure: "La OU i11 avait un plancher, il y a un gouffre." 

(HD 65). The past is as hazy and impenetrable as the future is open and 

undecided. Claude cannot rest until he knows his true self, but he also 

senses the impossi bili ty of ever finding a satisfactory ans,,,er: "Q.uand 

" . "h " " ( ) je cherche a me saisir, Je m ec appe a moi-meme." HD 101 • 

If the question of human identity is ultimately unanswerable, then 

man seems condemned to eternal frustration , anguish and doubt. Is not 

death, therefore, a merciful alternative to impossible self-knowledge? 

Claude is clearly preoccupied by this dilemma. " ., ~tre connu tel qu'on 

est ••• ,!! he says to Edm~e, "ou alors dormir." (HD 101). Thus Claude's 
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journey of self-inquiry leads him to consider what ... Camus has called 

the only worthwhile philosophical question - that of suicide. 29 But 

Claude is suddenly reminded that he is responsible not only to himself, 

but to all those members of his parish who not only look up to him 

as a man of great virtue, but who also depend on him for the confidence 

in life ,,;hich he inspires in them. "Voilg, ••• voi1~ pour qui il va 

falloir vivre ~ pr~sent," (HD 104) observes Edm&e, \vhile Claude turns 

to his wife and thoughtfully repeats: "Etre connu tel qu'on est II 
••• 

(lL) 104). The interrogative tone of the play is t:ms maintained to the 

end and the implications of Claude's final remark, which could be seen 

by the reader as a gesture of despair - suegesting suicide as the only 

valid answer - , of hope - suggesting refound faith and confidence in 

life - , or of resienation to a hypocritical and meaningless existence, 

will for the spectator depend largely on the interpretation of the 

producer. Thus we find a far more optimistic and hopeful ending in 

Jean Deschamps' production of the play in 1951 compared to the original 

production in 1949. 

The movement towards an acute crisis of self-doubt in the life of 

Claude and Edm~e is paralleled by Osmond~'s increasing unhappiness and 

revolt. It had been clear from the outset that Osmonde had very little 

affection for her mother - not because she initially felt no affection, 

but because Eclro~e's attitude had stifled it. "~'laman, c'est quelqu'un qui 

ne vous aide jamais," she says to Claude. "D'abord elle juge tel1ement 

tout ce qu'on dit, tout ce qu'on fait; et moi ~a me paralyse, mais a un 

point ••• " (HD 39). vIe recognise in Edm~e's continual supervision and 

29. See Le JlIythe de Sisyphe in Essais, p. 990 
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judgement of others a trait which was very prominent in Aline. 'fhe 

difference is that Osmonde is a much stronger and more independent person 

than was l·J.ireille. Osmonde feels far closer to Claude, but even here her 

trust and affection have been undermined by Claude's preoccupation with 

his duties as minister. As a result, Osmonde has felt increasingly 

unimportant, the intimacy of her relationship with her father gradually 

being reduced to a mechanical and professional tete-a-tete. I~ as trop 

d'obligations, papa ••• ," she observes. "Sentir qu'on n'e~:t qu'un num~ro 

entre la fille m~re de la rue de l'Ouest et la paralytique de l'avenue 

du ~·J:aine ••• " (HD 41). Despite her religious upbringing, Osmonde feels 

more conscious of the emptiness and futility of life than of its richness 

and beauty: "Oui, pour toi la vie, n'est-ce pas? crest un cadeau de 

Dieu, quelque chose de grand, de magn ifique; la vie~ quand tu dis 

ce mot-la ta voix tremble. Et moi, au contraire, ~a me paralt d~risoire, 

insignifi ..... ant." (HD 40). Horeover, Osmonde's accusations merely seem to 

confirm vThat Claude himself is beginnihg to feEtr - namely that his vfords 

and acts,devoid of real faith, conform only outwardly to a Christian way 

of life, ,d th the result that his ministerial duties have become little 

more than a professional obligation. Osmonde has dutifully carried out 

all the chari table tasks that were expected of her vii thout ever really 

understanding the value of such sacrifices or feeling the necessity for 

them. Homentarily ashamed by her outburst ''lhen she is deceived into 

thinking that, unbeknown to her, Claude has recently baen living with 

the khowledge of his wife's infidelity, Osmonde finally disdovers the 

truth and denounces the imposture of the life she has been expected to 

lead. She sees her father's faith as a filter impermeable to all that 

is real and natural, so that one is left with a totally abstract and 

unreal vision of life. "C'est peut-~tre que j'ai trop entendu parler30 

30. Un Homlne de Dieu, Paris, La Table ronde, 1950, p. 183 reads "perolr'er". 
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autour de moi sur nos devoirs, sur notre dette envers Dieu," (HD 97) she 

declares. A religion that stifles life instead of transforminG or rejuv

enating it, and \,7hich is built on precepts and words rather than on 

insight and ex~erience brings disillusionment and revolt: "Je crois 

que si ce n'~tmt pas une sorte de routine mame pour toi, si j'avuis 

eu pr~s de moi quelqu'un qui vecut dans la terreur Ou dans l'6blouicse

ment ••• l.ais une religion comme la tienne, en somme, ~a ne chaIlGe rien 

a rien. C'est une toile de fond, rien de plus." (UD 97) • 

Alienated from the Christian values upheld by her father, Osmonde 

is thrown back on a morality of spontaneous, affective choices. liCe 

que j'apJelle voir clair en moi," sheecplains to Claude, "c'est savoir 

ce que moi je trouve bien, ce que moi je trouve mal." (1m 73). She is 

attracted to I~e-gal because she recognises in his feelinGS for her some

thing real and sincere: he sees Osmonde as a pleasant and physically 

attractive young wo~an, and not as a model of Christian charity and piety. 

Thus Osmonde turns u"ITay from "une existence sur r~il" (liD 74) to U life 

of freedom and independence. Osmonde knows that she has reached a 

critical and decisive point in her existence - "Je t'accorde que je suis 

au bord 0 •• d'un pr~cipice," (liD 74) she admits to Claude - but, after 

discovering that her father had lied to her, she decides that she can 

no longer accept a falsely pious and uneventful life at horne at the 

expeIls e of a franker, al bei t more uncertain life with I'h~gal. UnUke her 

parents, Osmonde does not shrink from acting in accordance with her 

feelings, nor is she influenced by considerations of security or of 

public opinion. She represents a generation of revolt, but also of 

courage and sincerity. 

It may be surprising to find in so sombre a play comic elements 
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bordering on pure farce. P; Lagarde found such elements out of place 

and likely to disturb the overall tone of the play31, \.,here.'1s for T. 

Naulnier "les interventions comiques d'un jeune pensionnaire inopportun 

aux moments les plus dramatiques sont tr0s habilement amen~es pour 

• 1 t . ,,32 accro~tre encore a ens~on • llhether such comic interludes, limited 

to the brief appearances of Fred in the third and fourth acts, accentuate 

or diminish the theatrical effect would seem to be very much a question 

of personal taste, but such elements are certainly not inserted hap-

hazardly. ~;e first learn of ]j'red' s arrival through Edrn~e who tells 

Francis that he is trying to get his bath-tub into his room. "Oui, c'est 

sa grosse pr6occupation du moment," (lID 65) she wryly observes. Indeed, 

Fred's concern with trivial, down-to-earth questions contrasts ironically 

wi th the sombre preoccupations of Claude and Edmee. \lhen Fred reappears 

in the final act, he interrupts a heated confrontation between Bdm~e 

and Osmonde, at a point ,.,here Edm~e is close to breakinG dmm, to announce 

that he would rather not have spinach for dinner as it is likely to upset 

his stomach. He then returns moments later to remind Osmonde that "si 

on a par hasard 10. bont~ de me faire un oeuf, il vaudra peut-~tre mieux 

. t '1 0 " qu'il ne so~ pas a a c que (lID 89) • The full irony of Fred's situation 

becomes particularly apparent at the moment when he confides to Osmonde 

that he has "4nann~ment de foi, ~norm~ment" (HD 90) for, as J. Chenu 

observes, what at first sight may seem to be am almost endearing expres-

sion of faith is, in fact, totally ridiculous in the context in which it 

is made "parce que cette foi 6norme est affirm~e betement devant des gens 

31. 

32. 

Lib~ration. 30.5.1949 • 

Article in La Bataille. Extracts reproduced in Fr~nce Illustration. 
Sup~ment theatral et litt4raire, no. 46, 12Jl.1949. 
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dont l'existence est ravag~e pal' Ie probl~me de la fOi,,33. 

It would be ~uite wrong to see in Un Ho~~e de Dieu a fierce attack 

on religion or, more particularly, on Protestantism. Nevertheless, 

i,larcel recalls that it was for this very reason that Pierre Fr\~snay 

decided not to accept the part of Claude, and G. Joly's review of the 

play when it opened in Paris lent further weight to this misunderstanding. 

"Je dou te fort ~ue H. Gabriel l\~arcel trouve audience a. Gen~ve Ou a 
Lausanne," he reported. 34 In another review}'. 1.e Grix claimed that 

the play presented a very sombre picture of religious faith since it 

implied not that the believer may sometimes be deceived as to the true 

motives of his act, but that he cannot avoid beine deceived. "Lang age 

assur6ment fait pour jeter la suspicion sur la ~ualit~ et, si j'ose dire, 

la valeur de bienfaisance de la plupart des croyances religieuses," he 

writes. "Bien ~u'il proteste la. contre, on peut supposer sans t~m~rit& 

que N. Gabriel Larcel ne tiendrait plus tout a fait Ie meme lang age 

aujourd'hui, je veux dire ne r~crirait plus sa pi~fe tout ~ fait dans Ie 

meIJl3 ton. ,,35 There are several remarks to be made in answer to these 

objections. First of all, it should be remembered that long before Earcel 

felt called upon to dismiss the misconceptions to which Un Homme de Dieu 

had given rise, the play had been reviewed by Fran~ois Nauriac who ~uite 

rightly saw that the butt of r-larcel's criticism was not Christianity but 

P 
. . 36 

har~sa~sm • Secondly, as far as the anti-Protestant charge is concorned, 

33. Le th~~tre de Gabriel Harcel et sa sir;nification m~taphysi(]ue, p. 215. 

34. L'Aurore, 30.5.1949. 

35. "Spectacles d'un temps., A propos de Un Homme de Dieu piece de 
H. Gabriel !'~arcel." in ~cri ts de Paris, no. 65, mars, 1950, p. 150. 

36. It Un HOJ:lL':le de Dieu, par Gabriel Earcellt in La Revue hebdomadaire, 
vol. 7, juillet, 1925, pp. 235-9. 
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it should be pointed out that the play had great succeS3 in cow1tries 

like Bngland and Germany which are not predominantly Catholic, while 

Narcel himself reminds us that it was once performed at Coburg "devant 

une assembl~e de theologiens protestants, au cours d'une Semaine protes

tante du th~atre, et sans ~veiller chez eux l'ombre d'une objection,,37. 

Finally, F. Ie Grix's suggestion that i·brcel's treatment of the basic 

subject of Un Homme de Dieu reflects the sombreness of his outlook prior 

to his conversion to Catholicism and is therefore unrepresentative of his 

outlook in 1950 is very misleading. F. Ie Grix completely overlooks the 

fact, that, only a few years after his conversion, Narcel wrote 1e Chemin 

de crete, a play vlhich he considers to be essential to an understandinG' 

of his theatre as a whole and which, in theme and tone, closely resembles 

Un Homme de Dieu. In fact, there is no reason at all to imagine that, 

rewriting the play in 1950, Harcel would in any significant v;ay attenuate 

or modify his treatment of Claude's self-interrogation. Nor is there 

any question of Earcel undermining the value of religion or of religious 

faith; the play leads us to reflect not on Claude's ministerial duties 

and the value or authenticity of his pardon, but on his attempts to 

scrutinise and ascertain the motives of such an act. 

As G. ~eveux points out, the drama of Claude and Edm6e is not that 

they see through the inauthenticity of their past, but that they 

are confronted ,vi th its impenetrability and ambiguity. "Ils ne sont 

ni entierement les etres courageux qu'ils. se croyaient ni enti~re-

ment les laches qu'ils se decouvrent," he writes. "Ils sont ce que nous 

37 En chemin. vers quel eveil?, p. 234. . - -
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sommes tous des que nous portons sur nous-m~mes un jugement lucide, ils 

b
. ,,38 sont am ~gus. -;ie have here a proposition vlhich is centr,ll to l'larcel' s 

earlier reflections on the question of self-knowledge. Thus in 1918, 

three years before embarking on Un Homme de Dieu, Harcel had noted: 

"D~couvert ce matin une articulation capitale. Les 

questions auxquelles je puis r~pondre sont exclusivement 

celles qui portent sur un renseignement que je suis susceptible 

de donner (fut-ce sur moi-m~me). Ex: quelle est la capitale 

de l'Afghanistan? aimez:-vous les haricots? Hais plus il 

s'agit de ce que je suis comme totalit~ (et non de ce que j'ai) 

plus la r~ponse et la question m~me perdent toute sienification; 

par ex: etes-vous vertueux? m~me: ~tes..;vous couraeeux?,,39 

As J. Chenu observes, such reflections point not to the impossibility 

of self-knowledge, but to a sphere of a'ivqreness which transcends the level 

of rational thought. Enclosed within the limits of reason and objecti-

vi ty, the individual either reduces himself to a mathematical and ~Jcien

tific entity - "c'est r~duire l'homme a l'inhumain, c'est en fa ire une 

chose,,40 - or recognises the inadequacy of his approach. Clauda's des-

pairing words "Etre connu tel qu'on est ••• " (lID 104) which close the 

play are clearly a cry for help, an appeal which underlines man's inability 

to fully understand himself in purely rational terms. They should be seen not 

Les Nouvelles litttraires, 2.6.19490 

39. Journal m~taphysigue, p. 152. 

40. Le th~atre de Gabriel Unrcel et sa signification m~mpbysigue, p. 115. 



- 86 -

as a hollow piece of rhetoric but as a gesture of profound humility and 

spontaneity which suggests that the way may b8 open for an authentic 

religious experience and for the rediscovery of a faith which, over the 

years, seems to have become more of an appearance than an inner reality41. 

This is the interprGtation offered by J. Delhomme in her article on Un 

Homme de Dieu: 

"Claude ••• slest trouv~ seul, au fond dlun d~sespoir 

sans rem~de, pour lequel toute consolation est trompeuse; mais 

~ ce point ou il est arriv~, quand plus rien ne rbsiste, ~ 

foi sans manvaise foi est peut-~tre possible; ne slab±itant 

d ·' lid .' plus err~ere aucune exper ence ou err1ere aucune preuve, 

renon~ant au confort des certitudes psycholo~iques ou 

ratioDaalles, pure des arri~re-pens~es et du gout des r~ve

lations, el1e est llanpel, informul~ et informulable, de 

celui qui sait, dans sa chair et dans son esprit, que tout 

42 
est perdu." 

Commenting on the situation vTi th which Claude is confronted in the 

course of his lectures at Harvard, Harcel confirms this interpretation 

when observing: "Le seul recours reste pour lui la pri~re, llinvocation 

a Celui qui Ie connait tel qu l i1 est, alors quleu cours de sa vie 

tatonnante, il se sera toujours m~connu ou connu tel qulil n'est pas.,,43 

'ile must, however, bear in mind that Larcel made this observation forty 

years after the play had been written. AlthOUGh we have rdutod the 

41. Cf. Le th'&tre de Gabriel Marcel et sa sienification m6tanhysigue, 
p. 117. 

42. "Un Homme de Dieu", in La Table ronde, no. 24, decembre, 1949, 
p. 1952. 

43 La Dignit' humaine, p. 146. . -
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suggestion that Harcel would have significantly modified the tone of 

his play, were he to have wewritten it in 1950, it is quite clear that, 

as a result of his conversion, l-iarcel sees Claude's cry for help at the 

end of the play in a slightly different light. There is no reason at 

all why the final words lI,l!;tre connu tel qu'on est ••• " (UD 104) should 

be changed; but, whereas in 1922 Harcel did not understand fully the 

implications of this plea, his Olin personal experience of Chriatian 

faith later clarified for him the seemingly insoluble questirm of self-

knowledge. In other words, I·:arcel' s conv8csion, does not lead him to 

question the essential ambiguity of Claude's identity, but it does enable 

him to see the possibility of such an ambiguity providine the sprine-

board for an appeal to God, and for an authentic experience of religious 

faith. 

The reaction of Jean Deschamps who was involved in the two major 

productions of Un Homme de Dieu, first at the Th~~tre de l'Oeuvre in 1949 

and then at the Th~~tre de Rochefort in 1951, is particularly significant 

in this respect. In the first production, the attitude and gestures of 

Claude and Edm~e in the final scene after· the exit of HUe Aubonneau 

and her nephew, indicated a feeling of almost total helplessness and 

despair. The two short reflections which end the play44 were uttered 

by the two actors "effondr6s dans un fautSli 1, chacun ~ un bout de la 

44. Edm~e: 
a present. 

Voil& ••• voil~ pour qui il va falloir vivre 

I Claude; perdu dans ses pensees: Btre connu tel qu'on est ••• 
(lID 104). 
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\ e,,45 san • That such an interpretation is not unacceptable is certainly 

confirmed by the fact that Larcel did not initially object to Fran10is 

Darbon's production of the play at the The~tre de l'Oeuvre. Jean Des-

chaC1ps, hOliever, who had played the part of Hichel Sandier in this 

production, felt that the conclusion should not have been presented in 

so sterk and sombre a manner. In his own production of the play in 

which he played the part of Claude, he introduced a different and more 

hopeful interpretation of the final exchanges: 

"Dans ma nouvelle mise en sc~ne, Ie pasteur se l~ve, 
met son bras sur l'epaule de sa femme. Celle-ci dit sa r~plique 
avec une r~signation confiante. Et Ie pasteur s' adressant h 
Dieu: 'Btrs connu tel qu'on est ••• ' Avec la foi~ On sent que 
ce couple, apr~s l'~preuve, commence la remontee et qu'ils 
sont uartis vel'S une nouvelle vie ••• "46 

r.~arcel declared himself to be in total aGreeme!lt lvi th Jean De~3-

champs' new production, and his later reflections on the play do in fact 

suggest that this production offers a more complet:: interpretation of 

Un Homme de Dieu than that of Fran~ois D.·-rbon since it interprets the 

play not as an isolated and unrelated phenomenen but within the context 

of lIarcel' s work as a whole. 

From a structural point of view Un Homme de Dieu is centred around 

Claude Lemoyne, reflecting his agonising journey of doubt and despair 

which cuI m inates in the final gleam of hope. In the first aft, Claude 

is calm and assured, but Edm~e's accusations have already begun to sow 

the seeds of uncertainty in his mind as well as arousinG the audience's 

suspicion. The second and third acts show the Gradual disintegration of 

45. 

46. 

"Un Hommede Dieu n'est pas une pi~ce d~sesp~rte nous dit Gabriel 
l'lJrcel" in Op~ra, 28.3.1951. 

Ibid. -
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Claude, his increasinG agitation and sense of failure. In the final 

act, Claude finds himself totally abandoned and momcnt.'.'.rily fascinated 

by the possibility of suicide as a release from his misery and confusion -

but the way is also open for a return to God. Por BdlU~e and Osmonde, 

t~o, the movement is from apparent stability and security to a crisis 

on vThich their 'rlhole future depends. All three charac Lers arc thus loft 

"au bord ••• d'un pr~cipice" (HD 74). Edm6e's doubts about her "avou" 

are mirrored by Claude's doubts about his pardon, and their drama is 

paralleled by that of Osmonde. Finally the comic element accentuutes 

the sombre tone of the play ,ihile, at the SQDe time, ironically con-

trasting the youthful and idealistic effusions of Fred with Claude's 

bitter experiences. 

Not all the critics hailed Un Hoinme~e Dieu as a masterpiece of 

dramatic art, but few denied that it was a play of hiCh quality - and, 

above all, the worm of a dramatist, not a philosopher."D'un bout il. 

l'autre des quatre aetes de Un Ho~~e de Dieu, clest l'homme de th0~tre 

qui l'e~porte nettement sur l'essayiste ••• ," commented B. Simiot47 , 

while for T. l·iaulnier "jamais 1e professeur de philosphie ne prend Ie 

pas sur Ie draw.aturge, sur Ie peintre, assez cruellement satirique, des 

48 sentiments et des moeurs" • The confrontations bebleon Claude and BumGe 

provide moments of great psychological intensity, while the unexpected 

return of 1:ichel S&ndier introduces an element of tension and suspense. 

47. 

48. 

"Un Homme de Dieu par I-I. Gabriel Ibrcel" in Honrles et IJo~de8, no. 37, 
aout, 1949, p. 703. 

Fr2Dce Illustration. Sun~ment th4atral et litt~raire, no. 46, 
12.11.19490 
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In general, the dialogue is sharp and incisive, each new scene wweiiLinc 

hidden emotions or avlakening fresh doubts. The action, although purely 

psychological, far from being heavy or static, is constantly chancing 

and evolving, and the audience's attention is held throughout froln 

Claude's first ap:~:earance to his final dramatic plea. "Forte, riche, 

vigoureusement condui te jusqu' d son teJ1ll9 , la pi~ce de lil. Gabriel 

l'Iarcel nous apparalt sans indulgence, dure, implacable m8me," writes 

T. Naulnier: "pas une minute ne s'affaiblit l'intensit~ d'une action 

tout int~rieure, o~ Ie derr)U 1 ement m~me de la situation oblige les 

personnagES .1 une prise de conscience progressive de plus en plus anc;oiss~e. 49 

Secondary figures like the obnoxiously interfering I<lme Lemoyne and the 

cynical but deep-suffering rUchel are not treated in the same depth as 

Claude or Bdm~e, for example, but they ara carefully delineated, and 

the play thus provides a rich and varied tableau of characters and 

genel'ations. Horeover, far from being a simple family drama, the subject 

of Un Homne de Dieu leads us to a questi.~n of very deep significance, 

the whole drama of Claude's pardon reflecting the impossibility of 

establishing one's identity by self-interrogation. 

The family conflict presented in both La Chapelle ardente and Un 

Homme de Dieu takes place on two levels. First of all, there is the total 

lack of trust and understanding between the husband and wife, the dif-

ference between the two plays being that Octave and Aline are finally 

irrevocably separated whereas the rift between Claude and Edm~e may have 

led to renewed confidence in each other. Secondly, there is an important 

conflict of generations, bet,l[een Aline and Eireille in La Ch8nelle 

49. France Illustration. Sunul~ment th~atral et litt~raire, no. 46, 
12.11.1949. 
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ardente and beb,een Claude and Osmonde in Un Homme de Dieu. "{~Jrcel' s 

depiction of the bitter, jealous factions and of tlle uneasy, fragile 

relationships within a family is by no means limited to these tl"TO plays: 

there is a very similar background not only to the majority of his early 

dramatic works, but also to most of those written after 1929 (the date 

of l'~arcel' s conversion). The theme of ambiguity, central to Harlt!el' s 

existential vision of man's situation in the world, is also prominent 

in both La Chapelle ardente and Un Homme de Dieu as well as in many of 

his other plays. vie can accept the reality of Aline's grief and suffering, 

and of Ariane Leprieur's siclmess in L8 Chemin de cr~te, and ive are aware 

of the dBtructive effect which it has had on each of the two characters 

as well as on those closest to them, but we cannot with any certainty 

evaluate the exact nature of Aline's motives and actions, any more than 

we can establish the real identity of Ariane. Similarly our efforts to 

seize and objectify our past actions, as Claude realises and as Antoine 

and Sylvie in L'Emissaire
50 

will later Qiscover, are certain to be 

frustrated, and emphamise further the irreducibility offue~v.WUal's identity 

to clear-cut, rational or scientific formulae. In short, there can never 

be any kind of objective self-lmmdedge. 

The overall tone of La Chap8lle ardente and Un Homnle de Dieu is 

sombre and the questions they raise cannot be lightly dismissed as unreal 

or unimportant, nor can they be easily resolved. Aline's fidelity to 

Raymond and Claude's adoption of the Christian faith have led to the 

di/sintegration of the family and to the collapse of those relationships 

which we normally expect to be the most durable and enriching. In fact, 

50 In Le Sacret est dans les tIes • . 
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both plays evoke a very powerful feeling of discord and solitude, and 

in La Chanelle ardente at least, ther~ is certainly no hint of any 

release into a world of harmony and communion. Claude's final plea 

does, however, suggest the possibility of such a release or liberation 

and in this respect it prepares the way for the experience of spiritual 

peace and assurance which characterises most of harcel's later works. 

That there is not an abrupt transition from the plays written before 1929 

to those written after K:rcel's conversion is also underlined by the 

evidence of early works like 19 Quatuor en fa di~se51 and L'Iconoclaste, 

both of" which were begun during the First \iorld 1;lar. In the first of these 

plays, it is in listening to a quatuor composed by her previous husband 

that Claire glimpses a level of reality far beyond the torn and divided 

world in which we seem to have been enclosed, while in L'Iconoclaste Abel 

finally realises that only by recognising the fundamental mystery of life 

can we attain a true understanding of human existence. These fleeting 

visions of another world suggest, albeit impre e~ly, the possibility 

of attaining a richer and deeper level of experience than that which the 

individual has hitherto enjoyed. \1ith the publication of Le I·Tonde cass~ 

in 1933 there is, for the first time in 1'~Lc.rcel' s theatre, a clear and 

explicit indication of such an experience. 

51. Paris, PIon, 1925. 
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CHAP'r6'R 3 

The middle period: sniritual comFunion And truth 

Le l'.onde cass~l is undoubtedly one of lVhrcel' s most important 

plays, constituting a turning point in the whole development of his theatre. 

It reflects not only the possibility of peace and communion through faith, 

but also the author's increasing preoccupation with the uutside world. 

In La Chanelle ardente and Un HOl~ne de Dieu, the drama remains 

firmly enclosed within the walls of the Fortier or the Lemoyne family, 

but in Le i'londe casse, the personal drama of Chrbtiare Chesnay' slife 

mirrors the precarious and uneasy state of the society to which she 

belongs. At first sight, it may seem that the society depicted by Marcel 

is so restricted both in the class of people who belong to it and in 

the age which it reflects as to have little interest for the modern 

spectator. It is clear that people like the Chesnays lead a sophis-

ticated and materially comfortable existence, while the tasbs of the 

time - in panticular, the evocation of the jazz age belong to the 

193C1s. But in fact this society does not seem at all remote and 

distant in the present age; indeed, many interesting compurisons can 

be drawn betvieen the two eras, and the "broken world" first evoked by 

I.:arcel in 1933 seems to have almost prophetic resohance forty years 

later. The veneration of jazz musicians and of jazz as a source of 

liberation and of self-expression is not dissimilar to the respect 

accorded to modern pop .groups and to the belief in the salutary effect 

of their music. For people like Christiane, Denise and Gilbert, social 

life has become synonymous with fashionable soir6es or dances, and the 

1. Allmxtual feferences are taken fro~ Cing pi~ces majeures, Paris, 
PIon, 1973, pp. 109-216 and will be incorporated in the thesis in 
the following abbreviated form: (EC •• ). 3g. ~HC 109) = Le Honde 
casse in Cing pi~ce2 majeures, p. 109. 
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transition is easily made to the world of parties and discotheques. 

Finally, there is in the character of B0rtr~nd a forerunner of the 

modern youth for whom the pursuit of happiness passes through sex and 

drugs. 

Although it is interesting to make such comp~risons, it is clear 

that the details are not important in themselves. Ijhat really matters 

is the si tU<.1.tion which they reflect - namely the feverish attempts to 

find through pleasurable distractions contentment or peace of mind. Here 

l':arcel touches 011 the theme of "divertissement" which is certainly not 

new in French literature or philosophy. Pascal, for example, underlined 

that "tout Ie malheur des hommes vient d'une seule chose, qui est de ne 

2 savoir pas demeurer en repos, dans une chambre" • He saw that those 

who were unable to come to terms with themselves and with the misery 

of the human condition sought an esdape either at the Court or by enrol-

ling in the army. Harcel, too, recognises that if society in the twen-

tieth century accords so much importance to distractions it is because 

the individual needs to shut his eyes to the basic emptiness of his 
led:urt. 

existence. In his oo:aforonoe on the "myst~re familial", for example, 

in 1942, i··~rcel observed: 

"A l'origine de la distraction, de la volont~ de 

cistraction ~ tout prix, il y a une fuite; mais devant 

quoi? Ce ne peut etre que devant soi-m~me. Le moi est 

/ sans doute place devant ce dilemme: s'accomplir OU se fuire. 

2. Pens~es, Paris, Garnier, 1964, no. 139, p. 109. 
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L~ oU il ne s'accomplit pas, il ne peut que s'~prouver lui-

m~,ne comme un vide b~ant, insupportable, et dont il lui faut 

/" 3 se proteger a tout prix." 

Thus the attempts to secure peace of mind through "divertissement" 

are destined to fail. Self-fulfilment can only be achieved in facing 

the reality of one's existence, and not in trying to flee from it. 

Distractions offer, at best, only a transitory release from a feeling 

of emptiness and despair. Thus Christiane remarks rather sadly to Denise 

that she is "ce qu'on ~elle une femme occup6e" (nc 122), for to be out-

wardly busy and active is merely an appearance which often conceals some 

inner agitation or disquiet. 

The atmosphere of Christiane's "broken 1-Torld" is made immediately 

apparent to the audience in the opening scenes of the play. vllien the 

play begins, Laurent, Christiane's husband, is sitting in an armchair 

smoking quietly, and Christiane who has just returned from a brief 

holiday in Biarritz is speaking over the phone to her son's nurse. She 

has barely had time to discuss Claude's latest indisposition with her 

husband when she is interrupted by a phone call from Henri who is keen 

to hear all about Christiane's holiday. Significantly, all that Henri 

seems interested in, and all that Christiane can call to mind are some 

very banal details about the hotel and about some of the peop~e she 

had met: "Qui cela? la petite de Brucourt? Oui, e11e 6tait l~-baso 

Gentille, certainement. BIle ne danse pas bien, enfin je ne trouve pas 

" (he 110-1). ••• Another brief conversation with Laurent ensues before 

they are again interrupted by a phone call, this time from a Russian 

3. Homo viator, Paris, Aubier, 1963 (new edition), p. 108. 
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jazz musician with whom Christiane had become acquainted while she was 

at Biarritz. These sudden staccato-like interruptions are merely a 

prelude to a rush of visitors. Christiane clearly has little time at 

all to spend quietly with her husband, for she is soon welcoming her 

father and Denise, and a little later she is visited by two of her many 

male admirers: first by Henri and then by Gilbert. The tone of the 

conversation is exceedingly frivolous, the only details worthy of 

interest seeming to be the number of "conquests" made by Christiane 

while she wqs at Biarritz. 

The life th~s evoked is busy, hectic and disordered, while the 

interests and values of people like Denise and Gilbert are very super-

ficial. There is, however, adifference in the reaction of Christiane and 

Denise or of Henri and Gilbert; all four lead the same kind of life, 

but only Christiane and, to a lesser extent, Henri, are aware of~s basic 

emptiness. This awareness clearly implies recognition of the fact that, 

4 in the words of Rimbaud, "la vraie vie est absente" , whereas for some-

body like Gilbert who is apparently at one with the life he is leading, 

there is no feeling of unease, nor any realisation that the world to 

which he belongs is in any way empty or shallow. For an outside observer, 

hOT,lTever, it is difficult not to share Christiane's vie1v that she and her 

friends live "si ¥a peut s'ap:8eler vivre ••• dans un monde cass~" (~:C 121). 

There are two important aspects of the milieu presented in Le Honde 

cass~i the first throws into light the fragile and superficial nature 

of the inte~-personal relationships, and the second reflects the 

4. Oeuvres compl~tes, Paris, Gallimard, biblioth~que de la F16iade, 
1954, p. 229. 



- 97 -

shallowness of the moral and intellectual values. For those alrr:.ady 

acquainted wi th J .. ~arcel' s previous plays, the almost total absence of 

balanced and harmonious relationships will come as no real surprise; the 

difference here is that the breakdown in communication affects not just 

one small family unit, but seemingly society as a ilhole. :'lhen Gilbert, 

noticing Henri's dislike for Proust and his own aversion to dancing, 

observes to Christiane: "Vous ne trouvez pas que c'est effrayant? •••• 

Qu' on communique si peu ••• " (Ke 129-30), he does, in fa.ct, albeit 

unwittingly, strike on a profound truth as fnr as the society to which 

he belongs is concerned. This failure to communicate with the other is 

particularly evident in the very relationships which should be the most 

solid - namely those beb"een husband and wife. The two central figures, 

Laurent and Christiane Chesnay, have been married for about twelve years, 

but it is soon ap~;arent that their life together has become Ii ttle more 

than an uneasy co-existence. As a result, Christiane tries to escape 

from the barrenness of her relationship with Laurent by leadinG a gay 

social life and by surrounding herself with numerous male admners. Shd 

does, however, remain faithful fo her husband, whereas her close friend 

Denise, who is married with a small child, has been having an affair for 

some time. Both she and her husband openly recognise the failure of 

their marriage but are temporarily kept together for the sake of their 

child. There is also Christiane's father, Augsburger, a widower who is 

feeling increasingly lonely and insecure in his old age, but who finds 

that he is not rich enough to keep the lady wJ:J.om he had intended to 

marry. Finally, the relationship between Antonov and natalia reflects, 

on a comiC level, the same lack of sympathy, respect and underst~nding 

between individuals, and the failure to treat the other excc'pt in fUnction 

of one's o~~ interests. 
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A casual remark made by Denise to Christiane sugGests vThy such 

relationships have broken down so easily. Christiane recalls Gilbert's 

rather obvious attempts to make advances to her after the C:lr in which 

they were travelline conveniently had seven or eight punctures durin~ 

their return to the hotel at Biarritz. Denise is amazed to think that 

Christiane could have resisted Gilbert's advances. Her attitude is 

simplistic and dange:r'ous, for she reduces human beinGS and personal 

relationships to a purely affective level, never stoppihg to consider 

if a relationship is not something more than a spontaneous, irresistible 

attraction, or if each individual is not infinitely more co~plex than a 

mere parcel of impulses and desires: 

Denise: Tout de mg,ue ••• il est chsrmant ••• non? 

Christiane: Je ne dis pas le contraire. 

Denise: Tu n'es pas tres sincere avec toi-m~ille. 

Christiane: Eh bien, je crois que si. 

Denise: C'est un garron auquel il me semble que je 
n'aurais pas r6sist6. Si gai, si simple 

Christiane: Personne n'est simple. 

Denise: Tout le monde est simple. La complication, c'est 
du d~cor, du trompe-l.' oeil pour soi et pour les autres. (l.;C 121). 

It is inevitable that Denise should think merely in terms of 

adapting to each ne'l'T situation. "Que veux-tu? il faut s' adapter, II she 

observes to Christiane. "Nous en sommes toutes l~." (r.:;:C 120). Her 

attitude justifies the most transitory whims and desires, and thus 

precludes any possibility of fidelity or trust, both of which presuppose 

stability and duration. Reflecting on the insecurity of Denise's 

rela tionship w'i th Bertrand, and on the ease with which people pass 

from one relationship to another, Christiane sadly rem2rks to Henri: 
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"Quel carambolage!" (NC 15<1), vThile Denise rev0als her olm frustration 

and dissatisfaction .'lith the life she is leading \,Then she bitterly asks 

Christiane: lI~st-ce que personne aime personne?" (KC 161). 

The irony of Denise's affair ,.;i th :Bertrand is that she is una-,'lare 

of the extent to "lhich it is she "rho is being used and exploited. But 

this situation is perfectly clear to outside observers. ilhen Chtistinne 

explains to Henri that, ever since Denise's husband, Hax , has started 

going out with an actress, B8rtrand's attitude to Denise has bocome 

considerably cooilier, Henri observes: IIC l est 6vident; si Lax est 

s~rieusement pinc6, Bertrand se d6tachera de Denise. II craindra que 

Hax ne songe au divorce et que Denise ne saute des sus pour lui demander 

~ lui, Bertrand, de 1 I 6pouser." (HC 154). Clearly Bertrand "ms only 

interested in sleeping with Denise as long as there was no possibility 

of marriage being discussed. lIe has merely used her as an instrument 

of sexual pleasure, just as I'lax and Henri had once kept the same mis

/ tress ,V'hen they were students: "Vous savez entre etudiants ••• on fait 

des ~conomies ••• 11 (r.rc 130). 

The debasement of the other to the level of an object vitiates not 

only m.'lrital relationships but also comn:unication bet;leen friends and 

acquaintances. There are two pilrticularly si::::nificant scenes which 

demonstrate this, the first of which occurs in the course of the first 

act when Christiane is entertaining Henri and Gilbert. Laurent, who 

had not been in vThen either Henri or Gilbert called round to see 

Christiane, reappears in the course of an animated discussion about 

Henri's plan to stage a ballet with Christiane. The stage directions 

make it clear that his entrance passes completely unnoticed: "Laurent 

est entr6 sur ces entrefaites, personne ne fait la moindre attention 

~ lui. 1I (he 128). Indeed, it is not until she hears her husband cough 
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a felol moment's later that Christiane becomes aware that he has returned; 

but after briefly acknowledging his presence, she resumes her conversa-

tion with Henri and Gilbert. As for her t'110 admirers, it is not until 

Christiane addresses Laurent for a second time that they realise, with 

a momentary feeling of embarrassment and unea~e, that they have been 

completaly ignoring the person in whose house they are beinG entertained: 

Christiane: (A Laurent): Tu viens seulement deIBntrer? 

Henri, constatant la pr6sence de Laurent: Ah bc.njour~ Comment 
¥a va? 

Gilbert, de meme, un peu g~n~: Tiens bonjour, cowaent allez
vous? (A Christiane) Et a qui destinez-vous ce ballet? (hC 129). 

These brief embarrassed salutations over, Henri and Gilbert feel 

that they can return straightaway to their subject of conversation 

without any further exchange of civili ties o They loole upon Laurent's 

presence almost as something of an intrusion, but an intrusion which 

convention demands to be acknowledged, albeit falsely and hypocritically. 

Laurent does not interest either Henri or Gilbert; he is not worth their 

attention or respect, and can be conveniently cateeorised as Christiane's 

boring and uninteresting husband. But in tDus claG~ifyihg the other, how 

can we be a"lvare of his problems and difficulties as an indivhlual or 

understand him as a subject? Clearly we carulot, because the other has 

become as depersonalised and as empty of real substance as the most 

accurately completed "fiche ll or identity card o The same point is made 

with equal force in La Chapelle ardente and Un Homme de Dieu: Aline is 

no more the cold, calculating figure initially suspected by Octave 

/ than Claude is the weak and cowardly minister portrayed by Edmee. In 

both cases, the . individual's identity defies objectification. 

The second important scene takes place several days later. This 

time Laurent returns late from an evening spent with his uncle to find 

Christiane, Denise and Henri in heated conversation. Laurent would 
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much rather retire Ulll10ticed to bed, but Denise seizes on the opportunity 

to speak to Laurent about Christiane. "J'aiQe beaucour mieux vous parler 

devant elle; j ,'ai horreur de ces cachottcries," (lIe 163) she says. 

Although such a remark suggests a certain openness and fraru<ness, con-

sistent with Denise's long friendship with Christiane, she goes on to 

speak abo'.lt Christiane in such a cold and detached tone that it is [.nrd to 

realise that the person with whom she is supposedly so conc8rned is, in 

fact, in the same room. Christiane is no longer a second person subject, 

a "toi", but has become a totally distant and objectified "elle": 

Denise: Si elle continue a mener cette existence, dans 
six mois elle fera de la depression nerveuse. 

Laurent: Vos conclusions? 

Denise: Je vous demande tout simplement d'user ••• mais oui, 
de votre autorite pour obtenir qu'elle s'en aille deux ou trois mois 
dans un endroit tout a fait tranquille, je ne sais pas moi, peut
etre en Suisse ••• 

Laurent: Je vous demande pardon, je ne saisis pas tres bien. 
J'avais cru comprendre que vous etiez venue parce que vous aviez, vaus, 
une question urgente a poser a Christiane. 

Denise: O'est autre chose ••• c'est-a-dire ••• tout cela 
se tient. Sa facon meffie de repondre ••• Je vous assure, elle 
m' inquiete. (l·:C 163-4). 

Laurent's ironic comments clearly show that he is not moved by Denise's 

appc.rent concern for Christiane, while Christiane herself "s'est assise de 

l' air resigne et ironique de la personne r&duite a. l' etat d' objet" (l\.C 164). 

This attitude to the other is symptomatic of a milieu increasingly under-

mined by selfishness and cynicism. Such are the prevailing values of the 

society to which Christiane belongs that there is no longer any place for 

acts of charity and generosity, and the very concept of devotion and 

service seems to have become totally meaninGless. This is apparent in the 

remarks made by Denise and Augsburger concerning the recent recording of 

church music at Solesmes; 
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Christiane: Comwent se fait-il qu'~ Solesmes, dans une 
abbaye, ils aient autoris~ cet enregistrement? 

Denise: 
propagande. 

Je suppose qu'ils ont vu l~ un moyen de 

Augsburger: ~t puis, tiens, 9a rapporte. (II a un geste 
vulgaire de la main droite.) C'est co~ne dans le temps ••• la 
B~n~dictine. 

Denise: 
religieux. 

Ce doit atre Ie principal aux yeux de ces bons 

(riC llS). 

The cynical attitude of both Denise and Auesbureer shows to what 

extent they are enclosed within a narrow egocentric vision of the world, 

unable to see and appreciate the acts of other people - here the monks 

of Solesmes - except in the light of their ovm shallow feelings and 

experiences. The same attitude is evident in the wilY in vlhich Henri 

contemptuously speaks of charity as though it were an arduous imposition 

and not, in essence, a joyful and spontaneous expression of innate 

generosi ty. "Il y a assez de femmes pour faire ce m~tier-ld," (r,:c 165) 

he says to Christiane. 

These exceedingly shamlow moral values go hand in hand with a 

certain intellectual snobbery and pretentiousness which is equally 

suuerficial and empty. As in later plays like Mon Tem?s nlest TIlus 1e 
"' 

votre5 and La DimensionF1orestan
6, Harcel is particularly critical of 

those who hail new values in the arts, irrespective of their meaning 

or implications, simply because of their novelty. Christiane's enthusiasm 

for jazz, for example, has clearly developed into something resffibling 

5. Paris, PIon, 1955. 

6. Paris, PIon, 1955. 
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a state of infatuation, for she initially fails to see that 1Ultonov, 

whom she believes to be a talented and original musician, has no real 

musical sense at all. The effect of his savage and vigorous attempts 

at musical composition on Christiane's piano 1s, in f~ct, likened by 

Henri to "Wl dialogue entre guillot1neur et guillotin6" (HC 148), vlhile 

Antonov's annoyance at being interrupted - "Q.u' est-ce que c' e3t que 

ce bruit? cette maison est impossible." (Ne 146) - is all the more 

ironic in view of the jarring and discordant notes which he has been 

playing. Christiane also rather blindly seizes on Antonov's pompous 

declaration that art and aavertising are one and the same thing - "L'art, 

c'est pour ainsi dire 10. publicit~ devenue folIe ••• " (he 140-1) - as 

though it were a proof of his intelligence and originality. Ah impres-

sive sounding juxtaposition of vTords is, however, no guarantee of pro-

found, or even original thinlting and Laurent scornfully dismisses 

Antonov's observations as "Wl cliquetis de mots" (LC 144). 

In theme and tone Earcel' splay bffiTS cettain s1milari ties to Salacro.u's 

Histoire de Rir e 7, both 1Ilorks showing the author's concern for a world 

which seems devoid of a stable moral foundation. But, whereas Histoire 

de Rire presents us with a grimly ironic and pessimistic picture of man 

and society, and goes no further, Le J.1o~de cass6 opens ultimately on to a 

world of spiritual cOlJIuWlion and truth. 'rhere is a differunce of per-

spective which clearly reflects not only the contrast between Salacron's 

moral sense, Wlrelated to any transcendent Being or r(~ality, and Iliarcel's 

own moral and religious outlook, but also the advance in I'larcel' S lyork 

since his conversion in 1929. 

7 In Th~~tre, IV, Paris, Gallimard, 1945 • 
• 
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Marcel sees nihilis~, despair and the temptation of suicide as 

the logical outcome of the collapse of moral values, and. this is cl~:).rly 

brought out in his portrait of Denise. AlthouCh 11e may be critical of 

the life she is leadinG, ;:e are sympathetic for her as a porcon for, 

despi te her selfishness and cynicism, Denise I::; lverds often bely her 

true feelings and. 11.asle her acute unhappiness. She is not r;ally pre-

pared to fly from Olle lover to 2.11othcr as her rC:i1 rLs to Christiane 1.;ould 

first sue-zest and thus she is secretly tormented by the basic incec'J.rity 

of her relationship with B""rtrand. This is made 8.pparent by the ,;ay she 

anxiously asks Chridiane if she thinks Bertrand IS atti tue.e tovrards her 

is in any l"ay changing. In fact, Denise yearns basically for a stable 

relationship, but it is probably only by returninG' to her husband that 

there can be any hope of this. Instead, undermined by her \·{eakness and 

lack of confidence, Denise clings desperately to B8rtr2.nd, althoueh she 

has no illusions as to his real vlOrth: "e' est un malheureux, c' est uno 

lOClue ••• est-ce <;.ue je ne Ie sais pas depuis le premier jour?" (.liC 162) 

she admits to Christiane. Denise does not stand outside the milieu in 

which she moves as a detached and cynical observer, but comments on it 

from the inside, i<Thile she lives and experiences her life in all its 

emptiness and fragility. Her need to find consolation for the brea~.<;:dovm 

of her marriage in a gay social existence has become for Denise like a 

drug which she k~lo\fS to be destructive but which she cannot be "without. 

She is also blinded to the extent that, disenchanted by the existence she 

has led, she believes that life is eID!,lty and meanine;less ho.fever it is 

lived. She therefore reproaches Christiane for her sugGestions that 

there can be some kind of escape or release from the broken \1orld in 

which they live, "comme 8i on pouvai t se fuir, comme si on n I cmportai t 

, ,/t t pas avec soi tout ce qu on ce es e et dont on ne peut pas oe passer 0 •• " 

(hG 161). Moreover, as each experience seems to justify Denisd's 
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pessimism, so her \"hole confidence or even intere" t in life is ero,dually 

undermined to the point of utter hopelessness and despair from which tho 

only esc2pe is in death - or in suicide. "Ou [llors, oui." she says to 

Christiane, "il Y a un moyen dlen finir, mais il nly en a qU'Wl ••• " 

(lliC 161). Thus 1'lhen Denise learns that Bertrand has decided to marry 

another person, it is almost as thouGh the whole raison d'atre hac 

disappeared from her life and she attempts, unsuccessfully, to cOiillllit 

suicide. SY2pathy and kindness are not enough to convince Denise that 

life is, indeed, worth continuing as far as she is concerned. She pathe

tically admits to Chrbtiane: "Hoi je nlai d'int&r~ts nulle part" 

(l':C 184) as though it ,'lere not in her p01ver to chane;e and start life 

afresh. It does not come as a surprise, therefore, when we learn in the 

final act that Denise has attempted suicide - this time successfully 

for the second time. 

Henri's attitude to the world in which he lives is certainly more 

critical and perceptive than that of Denise, but, on the other hand, 

he does not experience anything like the same degree of suffering or 

despair. He and Gilbert are frequently visitors to the Chesnay's house, 

and Laurent contemptuously refers to them both as "ces gicolos sans int6r~t" 

(lIC 171). There is, how'ever, a very great difference bdt\"een Gilbert and 

Henri. The latter is much older and far more mature, while, unlike 

Gilbert, he has no intention of seducing Christiane wh,tn he has Lnown 

for many years, his attitude to her beine alruost that of an adviser or 

guardian, Although, however, he is i~~ediately sensitive to ChriGtian~'s 

growing unease, he misinterprets its real nature and sees the solution 

in sensual and not spiritual terms. On the other hand, his description 

of Laurent is highiliy perceptive and accurate, and he is also perfectly 

aware of the precarious situation to which Denise seems blind. lvioreover, 
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there is something in the life which Denise leads which see~s initially 

to arouseHenri's conderruilation and revolt. "Au fond ••• non, clost ic1iot • 

.illh bien si, tout de Ll&:ne," he says to Christiane. "180 m'm8u~tude de 

I-lax, la r~signation de Bertrand, les complais:~nces de Denise, vous no 

\ commencez pas a trouver ~a un peu? ••• Hoi ~a me donne envie de cassar 

quelque chose. IJ'importe quoi. Tous ces gens-l~ sont vraiment trop 

adapt~s." (l~C 124). 

Henri refuses to accept the values of the milieu to which he, as 

much as Denise, belongs - but in the name of what? The answer is that 

he does not know, because he Casica11y feels unable to accept~ or is 

simply blind to the only values - moral or spiritual - by which the 

world he lives in can be considered empty or "broken". lIe is shocked 

and genuinely moved when he hears of Denise's suicide, but ultimately 

he considers it to have been "Ie parti Ie plus raisonnable" (I,e 200), 

a reaction which underlines the kind of moral impasse in which he has 

become caught. There is a pressing need to break free from the forces 

of destruction and despair, but the question remains as to how this can 

be achieved and as to whether a world which has not been irrevocably 

undermined and vitiated does, in fact, exist. 

These are the questions which Chrtctiane has been askinG herself for 

a long time. Her marriage with Laurent has become something of an ordeal, 

and all real intimacy, llilderstanding and affection seem to have disa-

ppeared froLl their relationship. Christiane recognises that she is, in 

many ways, to blame for this situation since she knows that she did not 

love Laurent vlhen she accepted his proposal of marriage. She believed 

that, in time, she would grow to love and admire him, whereas, in fact 

marriage had merely emphasised their differences and basic incompatibility. 
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Henri gives a cruel but penetrating description of the hopele3s1y 

boring and barren existence to which Christiane seems to be condenming 

herself: 

"Vous ne vous rendez pas compte que clest absurde, que clest mal, 

que ~a nla ni queue ni t~te, que vous nlavez pas ~t~ mise nu Inonde pour 

l'agr~ment d'un petit mattre des req~tes sans envergure, sans charme, 

"" 1" t / d' e t il Ch " t· sans or~g~na ~ e, un rqs ur en un mo ,car vous rase, r~s ~ane, 

.1 longueur de journ~e. Hais oui ••• il suffit de vous regarder quand 

vous ~tes avec lui au concert, au th~~tre. Le sourire innlt&rable 

que vous affichez ." (hC 125). 

Laurent is aware that his marriage vii th Christiane has failed, but 

he prefers to abstain from talking openly about it and assumes instead 

an air of aloofness. Christiane, on the other hand, deoperately seeks 

Bome kind of escape from the stifling atmosphere of her life with 

Laurent. "Le silence de notre vie m I accable," she says. "Je n~y respire-) pas". 

(HC 169). She has thus been drawn tOi'mrds a seemingly c3.refree life 

promising laughter, gaiety and contentment. It is clear from rem3.rks 

made by Laurent that Christiane \vas not initially attracted by such a 

life. Laurent denounces jazz as "la destruction de tout ce que nousavons 

aim~" (r'~C 113), and {ihen Chr12tiane asks who this "nous" is, Lr::urent 

replies: "Hoi et une autre personne que j'ai cru ~tre toi •••• Quelqu'un 

qui n'aimait encore ni Biarritz ni Ie jazz." (l-:C 113). Certainly, 

Christiane is the first to see that the life she has now chosen to lead 

brings in its wake the bitter realisation of its falseness and super-

ficiali ty. The value of "divertis se ment" is instantaneous but also 

of the most transitory nature. It is therefore not surprising that, on 

her return to Paris, Christiane recalls her previous three \ieeks in 

Biarritz with distaste. "Du reste j'aimerais autant qu'on ne parle plus 



- 108 -

de ce s'jour," she says to Henri and Denise; "maintenant que c'ost 

fini je constate qu'il me laisse un souvenir plut8t d&plaisant." (LC 123). 

In fact, in an earlier scene with Denise, Christiane ShO"'S that she is 

in no vray c:.eceived about the kind of life she is leading. The failure 

of her marriac~e, the emptiness of gay social distractiono and the 

cynicism of so many of her friends have convinc.Jd Christiane that she 

has allowed herself to become trapped in a world to which she does not 

belong. It resembles a ,'latch v1hich, on the surface, seems in perfect 

order: but, on closer examination, it is found to be broken and no 

longer working. In the same '.w .. y, the heart of the ",arId seem:J to have 

stoyped beating; the spirit of love and fraternity has disappdarad, and 

one is left with the existence of each individual person solely pre-

occupied vIi th his or her irn:.aediate interdsts: 

Christiane: Laurent met sur pied des r~clements, papa est 
abonn&' au Conservatoire et entretient chichoment une petite clame, 
Henri se pr6pare ~ faire Ie tour du mone ••• 

Denise: Ah~ je ne savais pas. 

C .. t.. Ant f .. t / /t ' h" hr~s ~ane: onov a1 repe er son poeme symp on1que 
Chacun a son coin, sa petite affaire, ses petits intatts. On 
serenc:mtre, on s'entrechOClueJ ~a fait un bruit de ferrai11e. 

Denise: Co~ent pourrait-il en etre autrement? 

... 

Christiane, suivant sa pe:1s6e: Eais il n'y a plus de centre, 
plus de vie, nulle part • (lie 121). 

Christiane's reaction is more than just a nostalgic yearninG for 

a better life: it implies that part of her refuses to be submerGod by, 

or become identifiable with the existence she is at present lendine, 

a part of her ,,,hich recognises an essential order and harmony in life. 

Outwardly, Christiane seems to ace .:pt alld uphold the attitudes and 

values of people like Denise, Henri and Gilbert, but inw2rdly she recoeni

ses that she does not belong to the "broken ,\>TOrld" of her friends. "J'ai 
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to'J.jours l'air d'~tre avec vous tous," she says to H(~nri, "comme vous 

tous qui ne cfoyez ~ rien, qui vous moquez de tout, sauf de la mort 

et de la souffrance, car vous en avez une peur affreuse ••• " (.iC 146). 

She experiences an acute sense of isolation and exile but, from time 

to time, she nysteriously feels within her "un 0tre qui :38 cllerche, 

et qui se trouve en des second3s bien rares du reste, dans un monde 

inconnu ~uquel on dirai t que vous n' .appartenez pas" (HC 156). 

Although Christiane has never been unfaithful to Laurent, she 

begins to realise that her I'lhole future depends on creatin!; between 

herself and Laurent greater confidence and understandinG. Christiane's 

fidelity suggests that she is capable of devotion and self-sacrifice 

but, deprived of any real contact with Laurent, of any help or under-

standing, she r,,;alises "lith horror that it is the "\'i'orst and not the 

best which is brought out in her. "Tu aurais pu me rendre meilleure, 

moins 6goiste," she says; "au contraire, tu me livres ~ moi-mame. Et 

1 0 /, 0" 0 1 ' ( ) moi, quand je suis ~vree a mo~-meme, Je ne vaux p us rien.' hC 168 • 

Christiane experiences a deep and urgent need for love and affection, 

and she also rJcognises that her true identity lies in sharing this 

love and. affection '\d th another person, that being implies being \lith • 

"11 faucira d6sormais que nous soyons ensemble ••• ," she says to Laurent. 

"Pas l' u...'1 ~ cot~ de l' autre. Ensemble." (tIC 172). 

The turning point in Christiane's life comes with this sudden 

desire to transform her whole relationship with Laurent. In this, she 

is strongly influenced by lienri who believes that her success and popu-

larity merely exacarbate Laurent's wounded pride, and increase his sense 

of inferiority. Hd suggesb that Christiane can only help L.'mrent by 

making h~m feel more important, thus dispelling this feeling of insie

nific&'1ce. Christiane mows that Laurent's greatest failing lies in his 
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proud refusal to ask anytr~ng of other peo91e. Be believes his 

aloofness to be a sign of strength and independence - "I\" on, moi je n' ai 

personne • C'est aussi IDa force." (Le 134) - when, in fact, it merely 

e~phasises his lack of generosity, vulnerability and underlyinG weak

ness. From time to time Laurent's mask drops and reveals his WL~nppiness 

and. acute sense of failure. "Certains jours,Y observes Henri, "oui, je 

l'avoue, il oe fait l'effet d'un hornrne ••• malheureux." (l.~C 157). But 

he would hate to feel that other peo?le, even his own vlife, had gone out 

of their way to do anything for him. "::1oi je peux te dire une chose," 

he says to Christiane, "c'est que Ie jour ou je saurais <J.ue tu as fait 

pour moi ce <J.ue tu appe11es un sacrifice, il y au:cait entre nous quel<J.ue 

chose d' irr~parable." (He 136). Thus Christiane knows that if she is 

to take the initiative and try and change the nature of her relationship 

witp: Laurent, it must be without Laurent realisins- it. Throue;h Henri's 

suggestions, the idea of adopting a humble and penitent attituc.G forms 

in Christine's mind. She leads Laurent to believe that she has fallen 

in love with the base and vulgar Antonov, and, in thus h~~iliating 

herself, she succeeds in arousing Laurent's concern and sympathy. But 

Laurent's sympathy i. vitiated by his basic egoism and pride, for 

Christiane's confession induces within him a feeling of satisfaction 

that Christiane has been p~~shed for the gay life she has been leading. 

"Ce <J.ue tu appelles ta piti~ n'6tait <J.u'une revanche, a'amour-propro,1I 

she says to Laurent at the end of the play. "iles<J.uine. Inavouable ••• " 

(KC 215). Instead of aC:'1ieving the rapprochement she had hoped for, 

Chri stiane finds her husband's ,'Thole attitude odious and despicable. 

Be begins to pity her in a manner which merely increases the gulf 

between them. "L'esp~ce de tendresse compatissante que tu mfus temoign~e 

alors," she says, "'tait conune une caricature horrible de ce que j'avais 
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tant souhait6." (MC 215). Laurent's attempts to help Christiane thus 

prove det;'Tading for both of them, and Chri ctiane is left ~I'i th o.n acute 

sense of helplessness and solitude. Laurent's continual reflections 

and observations on Christiane's supposeJ attraction to Antonov, the 

fact that he has even spoken of this attraction \d th Gilbert, and finally 

the neviS of the cleat:1 of a certain Dam Laurice, a Benedictine monk, to.ke 

the last vestiges of strength and hope away from Christiane. At this 

point, her need for human warmth and sympathy becomes almost over

whelming, a need standing between herself and, as in the case of Denise, 

total resignation and <Espair. "Gilbert, s' est trouv~ l~ ~ ce moment 

pour me dire une fois de plus qu'il m'aimait," she reveals to Laurent." •••• 

D'une seconde ~ l'autre, il a pris ~ mes yeux une valeur infinie, il 

m'est devenu indispensable, je n'ai plus eu la force de lui r~sister.n 

(HC 215). 

The play thus seems to be moving towards a sombre, despairing con

clusion which will merely confirm that the world of Christiane and of 

those around her is :i..rIl3lneiiably ruined and beyond reclemption. \fucn the 

final act begins, we learn that Denise has committed suicide, that Henri 

has returned from his trip around tile world even more convinced than 

before of the futility and injustice of life, and that Chri::1tiane is 

considering leaving Laurent and starting a new life with Gilbert. The 

whole perspective and meaning of De Nonde ces.~ is, however, radically 

transformed in the last two scenes of the play. In the penultimate 

scene, Christiane receives an unexpected visi,t from Genevi~e Forgue, 

a person she had knOvffi during the years she had spent with her parents 

at Cimiez. We discover that Genevi~ve is the sister of the Benedictine 

monk whose death Christiane had leerned about several months earliero 
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Christiane had been in love with Gcnevi~ve's brother, a love which 

radiated hope and joy. "Je l'ai toajours su, " says Genevi~i118. "Oui, 

~ Cimiez quand je vous voyais ensemble ••• vous n' ~tiez pas comme :J.vec 

les autres, vous ~tiez diff~rente ••• je ne puis expliquer ••• silencieuse, 

comme §blouie." (l·iC 209). But, at the very moment "Then Christiane 

was about to reveal to Jacques her love for him, she le:nneJ. of his decision 

to become a monk. "Depuis ••• depuis, je ne me poss~de plus ••• je ne 

sais plus qui je suis," (NC 2l0) she admits to Genevi~ve. ~ver since 

this moment, her life had become an escape, an attempt to find conso

lation for the cruel disappointment of a frustrateQ love. She had 

accepted Laurent's proposal of marriage although she did not love him, 

and, after the bitter disillusionment of their life together, had turned 

to a life of g2.y, but superficial distractions. At no point in the next 

tvTelve ye::trs of her life had Christiane experienced anytp.ing resernbling 

the serenity and joy that she had found in her love for Jacques Decroy. 

Al though mO:::lent~.rily carried away by her feelings for Gilbert, Christiane 

recognises that she had instinctively sought his affection "par 

nosta1gie de l' amour". (i.IC 215). 

Christiane had kept the secret of her love for Jacques not only 

from her friends but also from her mm family. Genevi~ve vms alone in 

the knowledge of this secret for even Jacques had been quite unaware 

of Christiane's real feelings for him. And yet, several months before 

his death and seemingly by pure chance, Jacques hnd le:lrned throuGh a 

dream of the love vlhich Christiane had never ceased to feel for hin. 

During the last days of his life, all his thoughts aLd prayers l'Je.ce 

centred around Christiane. he saw that his decision to embrace a life 

of seclusion and meditation might have induced in Christiane bitterness 

and despair, and he thus became 3vTare of. a certain responsi bili ty for 
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the life she had chosen to lead. Far from feelin~ powerles8 to act, 

Jacques believed that, by praying for Christiane, she ~lou1d, like 

himself, become a'iJ'are of a divine order in ,rhich all men are rauni ted 

in a true spirit of love and fraternity: 

Genevi~ve: A une certaine minute de sa vie, il a vu que 
l'acte par lequel i1 s'6tait donn' ! Dieu avait peut-~tre 
signifi~ pour vous Ie d6's ..... espoir ••• qui sd t? b percli tion. 
II ne pouvait pas en ~tre ainsi. .8t depuis cct instant, il a 
priB arde":lllent pour que vous fussiez ~ votre tour 6c13ir6e, 
pour qu'il lui fnt permis •••• 

C'- . t· . I t· ~lrl8 lane, passlonemen • Je dGteste tout cela . .. (no 211). 

Despite her initial refusal to ac -ept the rality of nny divine 

or transcendent order, Christiane is visibly mov~d by the news GenGvi~ve 

has brought. At a time when she is thinking of lerwin.::; Laurent for 

Gilbert, Christiane learns that th3 man who has been present in her 

thoughts ever since she had first met him at Cimiez, has prayed that 

her life be given meaning and hope through faith. C;:m tl:is totally 

unexpected and inexplicable intel'vention be reduced to a mere coincidence, 

devoid of any real significcnce1 Or is it a mysterious call to Christiane, 

8 reminder that her life is not beyond redemption? Chridiane knows that 

there is something 101'1 thin her which refuses the life she has been leading, 

something which expresses a strong but, as yet, unflilfilled sense of 

being. Almost despite herself she glimpses a new sphere of rdality. 

tIC I est COf-lme U118 brusque lumi~re que je ne paux pas encore rogurder," 

she says. "Genevi~ve, est-ce que ces choses existent?" (l:,;C 211). 

Christiane is torn between doubt and hope, behlcen a "Torld tllD.t is bro~cen 

and a 'Horlel that is one, vlhile she is nOvi faced with the Q,rful rcsponsi-

bili ty of coromi tting herself to one or other of these v,orlds. Suddenly, 

Christiane rejects th;i;s glimmer of light: she refuses to believe that 

Jacques' dream, the discovery of his diary and of his growine concern 

for her, his prayers and finally the intervention of Genevihe (who, 
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until she heard of Denise's suicide, had been un::mre villa t Dction to 

take) are all mysteriously linked and a cles.r siGn to her of a hif:hcr 

order of reality. "VO';lS en Gtes trop sure," she decli'res bitterly; 

"tout est simple pour vous, je Ie sens; nous n'habitons pas sur la 

m~.]le terre. Le monue oli je vis, moi, c'est un monuc cao;:;& ••• " (i.le 212). 

But faith is not a convenient soluti~n to the problems of exittence. 

Christiane imagines that Genevi~ve is safe and secure in the knowledGe 

that God exists, and is thus free from all temptation, anGuish and 

doubt. She sees, ho~ever, that this is not true: for she l~arns that 

Genevi~ve's husband is paralysed for life, and that, despite her fD.ith, 

Genevi~ve is not irnnune to fears or doubts aboJ.t h8r Olm fidelity and 

"J . t· 1 / d . d / devotion. e ne pu~s sou en~r a pansee es mo~s, "eS annees que naus 

allons avoir ~ vivre ••• ," admits Genevi~ve. "J'ai fl1i11i dire ~ mon 

/ . t ' /t I- • I /t· 1\ , • 1 t . t mari la V8r~ e sur son e au parce que J e a~s cure qu 1 se ucral 

et que ce serait une d~livrance." (HC 212). The only recourse in such 

a situation is one of renewed hQ~ility and prayer. Ther3 can never be 

anyoofinitive triumph or peace of mind, and, for this reason, Gcncvi~ve 

asks Christiane to pray for her as she will pray for Christiane. 

Christiane I S last doubts are swept ar."ay as, in a moment of c1e2.r and 

unmistakeable illumin.~,tion, she recognises and acknol'llc..dees the spirit 

of love, comr~union and truth: 

Genevi~ve: J'ai pri~, oh~ sans forveur, presque par 
habitude ••• La tentation s'est dissip~e. I'his je suis sere 
qu'elle reviendra, je Ie sais ••• Christiane, i1 ~audra prier 
pour moi. 

Christiand: Prier? 

Genevieve: " VOllS avez un repondant. 
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Christiane: Genevi~ve, est-ce qu'il me voit? 

Genevi~ve: II vous voit, et en ce moment, vous Ie savez. 

(Les deux fem:iles s'~treignent silencieusement.) (LC 212-3). 

In the final scene, after Genevi~ve's departure, Laurent is 

struck by the complete change in Christiane's voice and manner: and, 

mysteriously, a new spirit of hU111ili ty seems to be pervadinG' him too 

since, for the first time, he is ready to acknowledge his basic pride 

and w·eakness. But when Chri stiane reveals to him tha. t she had never 

once been in love "Ii th Antonov but, becau:Je of his attitude, had been 

unable to resist Gilbert, Laurent is momentarily ovorwhel!aed as though 

his whole life has been totally ruined. "Pas un mot de plus, je ne peux 

pas Ie supporter," he cries. "Ai-je vraiment m6rit~ ~a~". (r.iC 215). 

Both he and CDristiane have paid a heavy price for their lack of humility 

and generosity towards each other. Laurent had once reproached Christiane 

for seeing life and human relationships in terms of an accant to be 

regulated and settled. "l·lalheureusement, je ne crois pas a cette 

comptabili t§ ••• officielle," he had observed. "L' autre, Ie seule r6elle, 

ne figure dans aucun rtgistre. Elle est enti~rement cach6e et insaisissable." 

(l\lC 169). Now the wali ty of such a world - of which Laufent and 

Christiane had had at different times an idea or intuition - is clearly 

apprehended by them both. Christiane, in particular, uplifted and trans

formed by the news that Genevi~ve has brought her, sees that they are no 

longer alone and divided, but spiritually united in the recognition of 

their com:,lOn g''"'-ilt and need. "Nous ne sommes pas seuls, personne 

"d 1 Chr . t . " . 1 n'est seul ••• , ec ares ~s ~ane, ~ y a une communion des p(cheurs ••• 

il Y a une communion des saints. lI (LC 216). Henceforth their relation-

ship depends on a mutual effort of trust and understanding: a new life 
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opens before Laurent and Christiane as the curtain falls to end the 

play: 

Christiane, avec solenni t~: Je te jure que je n I a')partiens 
plus quIa toi ••• je auis delivr~e ••• C'est COm'Ile un r~ve 
insoutenable qui s'efface. II ne d~pend plus que de toi ••• 

Laurent, dans une sorte de vision: Ah~ c'est COffiilie si 
tu ml~tais rendue apr~s ta mort ••• 

Christiane, humblement: Ce mot-l~, je vais maintenant t~cher 
de Ie meri ter. (I,W 216). 

Originally published together with a meditation on the ontolOGical 

mystery in 1933, the play was later shortened and modified for pcrfor:nill1ce. 

In the definitive version the action of the play is confined entirely 

to the Chesnay's appartment in Pari.s, whereas the third act of the 

original version takes place inS~itzerland. It is durinG this third 

act that Claude, the Chesnay's spoilt, selfish son, and Nme Horeenthaler, 

a rich ,vido,V" whom Antonov hopes to marry, appear. In fact, a lot of the 

act is taken u:;? "'lith Antonov's efforts to get rid of lbtalia and the 

latter's refusal to be so easily disposed of. Neither Claude nor ~@e 

Horgenthaler are at all important to the main theme and plot, and they 

do not appear in the definitive version. !·lore significantly, ·'·arcel 

has considerably reduced the number of comic scenes in this act thus 

avmiding an unnec·3ssarily lengthy sub-plot which, although not irrelevant, 

would otherllise have tended to divert the audience's attention rather 

than concentrate it on and around Christiane. The comic element is, 

however, much more developed than in Un Homme de Dieu, for example. Its 

function is again one of contrast, serving in I,e r!,onde cass~ to accentuate 

the sombre and often despairing preoccupations of Christiane, Laurent, 

Denise and Henri. '.'.'hen, for example, Antonov moves into the appartment 

let by Christiane, his first complaint concerns the unbe:1rable noise 

made by the neighbours which is preventing his musical genius from 

going to work: 



- 117 -

Antonov: C'est terrible ••• L~-haut, j'ai cru que je deviens 
fou. On ne ill' avai t pas dit que ce vieux monsieur et cette vieille 
dame ils dansaient. 

Julie: Ils re!toivent leurs petits-enfants une fois par mois. 

1L~tonov: Combien ont-ils de petits - enfants? ••• Je croyais 
que les Parisiennes ne voulaient plus avoir d'enfanto ••• Une fois 
par moist ••• Je n'a1.U'ai pas le temps de me ~mettre d'une fois 
~ l'autre ••• (~C 145-6). 

Antonov's musical talents - in which only he and those blinded by 

his pretentiousness believe - seem to blossom only in the most rarefied 

atmosphere. He returns from his honeymoon in Ib.ly .. Ii th ~111e LorC'onthaler 

complaining: "On ne peut pas composer cie la musique l~-bas , c'est 

impossible. Dolce Napoli, Santa Lucia, j'ai cru je cieviens fou." (EC 203), 

to which Christiane ironically replies: "Ce n '~tait pas la prerni~re 

fois." (i::C 203). Antonov's frustration and indignation reach even more 

absurd proportions, however, ..... hen he tells Christiane that he has roade 

a dreadful mistake in marrying Eroe l:;orgenthaler. "Je ctterai seulement 

un d§tail," he says, "mais tout de m~ille •••• Ida n'a pas encore voulu 

me donner un carnet de ch~ques. Quelle situation, madmne, pour un artiste!". 

(LC 204). 

Such comic touches may, at first sight, seem superficially light-

hearted, but in fact the author's treatment of Antonov is hewily ironic. 

The latter feflects all the baseness and shallowness of the 1iorld from 

which Christiane is trying to break free; and the fact that Antonov 

seems basically contented with his life merely underlines his gI'Dtesque-

ness. ',[e are sympathetic towarcis someone like Denise because her 

infidelity and cynicis:n have ultimately caused her to suffer deeply, 

whereas Antonov's clumsy plan to divorce l;a talia and !:larry nrne 

Horgenthaler shows that he is totally amoral and impervi<.}us to the 

feelings of unease and emptiness which h~llanise Denise: 
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; 

Beoutez e' est une [lmie de ma m~ro, uno o.01io un pou 

Antonov: Ca ne m' effraye pas. Je lui dis mar:;an, comme votre, 
Jean-Jacques disait • .c;lle est contente. l'lais si elle est ruinee •.• 
~a n'est plus rien. 

Henri: Blle poss~de encore une ravissante villa sur la 
C~te d'Azur, au Cap •. artin. Un bois de pins paro.sols, une roseraie 
admirable. 

A.ntonov: C'est d~licieux ••• L'atmosph~re est de nouveau 
plus musicale •••• (LC 151). 

Antonov represents a morally and ihtellectually deco.dent age, a 

reflection on a comic level of the broken '·,orld of Christiane and her 

frLnds. This comic elenent is thus directly related to the main theme 

of the play and underlines the author's concern for a life I-.hieh is 

gradually wldermining the belief in moral or spiritual values, and 

thereby le&vin; the individual either with an oppressive sense of i80-

lation and emptiness, or with a smug, self-centred feeling of s~tis-

faction. 

Structurally, La 11on(le Cass6 is similar to Un Homne oe Dieu and, 

indeed, a good example of Harcel' s dr .. matic technique as a Ivhole. He 

starts fro:n a given situation - here the gay social life of the thirties -

analyses its effect on a small group of people - the Chesnays and 

Christiane's irnwlediate circle of friends - and traces the Growing 

awareness of the stifling and d~oordant nature of such an existence. 

'de seem to be progressing tOHards a kind of tlde:3r~ ztro" or point of 

no return from which all possible hope of regeneration or renewal seems 

to have been excluded. rrhe d~noueffient thus provides a moment of extreme 

end critical tension after which there is resi€,'"Ilation and despair or 

liberation and hope. Ifhereas Denise succunbs to the hopelessness of 

the situation in which she finds herself and Henri is quietly resi[:;'1led 
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to a mea~ingless existence, Christiane, as J. Chenu observes, passes 

beyond a world n~ la dirive sans att,).ches ni amarres" and attains 

"l'union , la fid6lit&, et un registre qui sans ~tre hors du temps 

dans une e'ternit6 abstraite llZ.happe pourtant ~ la succession,,8. 

Although the conclusion of Le Honde cas3~ is more explicitly hopeful 

than that of Un Ho~~e de Dieu, the future of Chrintiane ~nd Laurent 

is as uncertain as that of Claude and Edm6e. The Lst hIO cormnents 

exchanged beh'een Claude and ~dl1l6e are far more ambiguous than the sudden 

vision of a new' order of reali ty ~vhich Christiane and Laur~nt share at 

the end of La :·lono.e cass§: but this vision does not mean that Christiane 

and Laurent are necessarily safe from the selfish, empty worlQ w~ich they 

have momentarily left behind. "Certes , on ne peut pas ~tre str que cette 

illumination durera, et qu'ils ne retomberont pas tous les deux dans ce 

1 monde cass~' auquel la gr~ce les a com:ne soustrai ts, " "Trites l·~""rcel. 

"Hais ceci n'importe pas: ce qui compte seul, c'est que tous deux ont 

vu clair au moins un instant. 1I9 This moment of spiritual illumination 

which closes Le I·ionde cass~ is a particularly effective coup de th&~tre, 

in that , having been led to believe that Christiane will leave Laurent, 

a forbidding sense of hopelessness hangs over us before Genevi~ve's 

appearance in the penultimate scene of the play. 

It is certainly surprising to find that L8 :r.'londe CRSSG, presenting 

as it does a compelling picture of social life "Thich is profoundly 

8. Le th~~tre de Gattt31 Rn'cel et sa signification m6ta:physi()ue, p. 133. 

~n h . vers quel ~veil? .u C em~~l! _ , pp. 154-5 • 
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relevant to the present day, has never been produced by a professional 

company in ]'r:mce. It has b",en perfor:ned in Germany u.nd at the Gate 

Theatre in Dublin, and has also been produced recently for the radio 

C 
I~. ~ . 10 by the ome~~e 1ran~a~se • Earcel recalls that, l'lhen it iias first 

published, the play was favourably reviewed by Copeau but that, when 

approached by harcel with a view to havinG it performed, Copeau replied 

that he feared "l'incompr6'hension du public" and chose instead a play 

by Jean Cocteau 11 Copeau's fears that Le 1·10nde I would not be . ca8se 

understood must be taken seriously in view of his very considerable 

knowledge of the theatre and its public in France at that time. And 

yet, a close reading of the text shows that, far from being a clumsby 

and incomprehensible deus ex machina, or even a sudden and abrupt 

transition from one level of existence or awareness to another, Christiane's 

"prise de conscience" in the final two sfenes provides a coherent and 

fully justified d~nouement. Al though there is some justific2.tion in 

challenging the plausibility of events and coincidences which lead 

Genevi~ve to visit Christiane, this objection is far more likely to arise 

on reading the playas opposed to seeing it perforIted. i'Te are, in fact, 

prepared for the d6nouement in bolO ways. First of all, the significance 

of Christiane's feslings for Jacques Decroy is 4lade apnarent by a series 

of reflections and incidents which arouse a growing interest on the part 

of the reader in her past and her concorn for Solesmes. \f.hen Denise 

first mentions the recordinG at the Abbey, Christiane is momentarily 

10. On "France-Culture" at the end of 1972. 

11. En chemi~, vers quel 6veil?, p. 155. 
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surprised and agitated. Later on, Henri also refers to the music recordeJ 

in the Abbey and, noticing Christiane's extreme agi trltion, asks her ab(lUt 

the time she had spent at Cimiez. Similarly intrigued, Denise presses 

Christiane about Jacqu8s Decroy and Christiane, although non-committal 

about her feelings for him, reveals that he had becomE~ a monk at Solesmes. 

Thus when Laurent casually announces to Christiane at the end of the 

third act ne,~s of the death of a certainDom I1aurice- "Hort Ie 26 juillet 

~ lIege de trente-trois ans, ~ Solesmes." (ne 196) -, the audience knows 

not only that Christiane's relationship with Jacques is vitally important 

for an understan~ing of her past, but that his death will have an impor-

tant effect on her future. This last point is made cle2r when, in a state 

of shock and utter helplessness, Christiane's first reaction
12 

on he3ring 

this ne,~s is to turn tm Gilbert and cry out: "i.I0l} petit Gilbert, ne 

m'aba~'1donnez pas." (I.IC 196). In the radio production by the Com6'die 

Frangaise religious music and chanting was played at several points in the 

text to emphasise the powerful, haunting melilory of Jacques, while, at 

the same time, evoking an atmosphere of spiritual peace which looks ahead 

I 
and prepares us for the anouement. 

Secondly, as far as Christiane's spiritual awakenins is concerned, 

it has beeh evident from the outset that she not only rejects the life 

she is leading, but also senses the possibility of belonging to another 

world. Clearly this implies a need for transcendence which can only be 

met by some kind of ~igious insight or experience. Henri rightly sees 

that Christiane is being stifled by the life she is leading, but mis

takenly sees in her "1'6toffe ••• d'une grande amoureuse" (I1C 155) when 

12 Only later, when she is visited by Genevi~ve, does Christiane 
• r'3a1ise that the presence of those we love may, in fact, be even 

more strong and comforting after their death. 
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in fact Christiane recognises the heed for fidelity and devotion if the 

whole basis of married life is not to be irrevocably undermined. If 

Christiane is capable of rising above the "broken world ll to which she 

seems to belong, it is because she is predisposed to do so, and, in this 

respect, she ciiffers from both Henri and Denise. 'I/hen Denise says: "Oh, 

toi, tu ne peux pas comprendre ••• tu n' as pas vo16 ton pr0nom." (i'lC 184), 

she senses in Christiane the very qualities and feelings which she does 

not have. Christiane's acts of charity as a young girl, her basic 

loyalty to Laurent and her refusal to become identified with the life 

she is now leading are indications of a certain level of beine which, 

slthough stifled or concealed, is already a mark of grace. Christiane 

has the essential gift of "disponibilit~" which Denise does not have, 

and this explains why Christiane responds to Genevieve's visit in the 

way that she does. "Disponibilit~" implies a certain underlying generosity 

and receptivity by vlhich the individual may break fre r; from the hold of 

selfishness and possessiveness which frequently undermines and distorts 

his or her whole response to living. It is because her life is vitiated 

by "inciisponibilit~" that Denise has become blind to a higher order of 

reality and irremediably enclosed within the very narrow limits of her 

own im;nediate needs and interests. In this respect she has much in 

common with Aline, although the outm'..rd manifestation of their "indis-

'b'l't/" ~s very different. pon~ ~ ~ e ... Aline is an independ.ent an1 domineering 

person \iho is unawa.re of the destructiveness of her a~Y.Jllrent fidelity 

to Raymond, whereas Denise lacks any strong beliefs or convictions, and 

finally recggnises tnat she has been leading an empty and faeaningless 

existence. But the tragedy of Aline's fidelity and of Denise's despair 

and suicicie is basically the Game: both lack not only the Generosity 

and understandin,:; vlhereby they can cOlIlL1unicate fully with those crounoc 

them, but also the receptivity which could hQve enabled them to recognise 
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and admire the inherent beauty and value of h~llan life. For Christiane, 

however , the possibility of liberation from the self and from the 

tr.reat of "ind.ispol1ibilit~1I is alreaC.y apparent in her reflections and 

reaction3 at the outset of the play. Ultimately, it is Jacques' message 

of hope brought by Genevi~ve which helps crystallise Christiane'G sense 

of spiritual belonGing. Here 1'le see that the death of someone \ie love 

may illuminate and comfort us. Tilhereas Raymond's death Ind embittered 

Aline and had become the source of a blind and destructive ec;oism, 

Christiane is liberated and transformed by the Le;-rs of Jacques' pray';;:rs 

for her spiritual help and guidance, )rayers which arc in no way invali-

dated by his death since he continues to remain present in Christiane's 

tho..lghts. Thus the play ends ,'.i t~l Christiane havinG' found 11 true S81~se 

of identity and a firLl basis from I .. hich she can beGin a new life ",i th 

Laurent. It is clear that this awakening or liberation dependG on an 

awc..rer..ess of a transcendent order of reality, and. has thrarefore little 

in co:n;non I'd th tte release from constraint, E'.nd tho o'cts of self-

ind.ulgence to 'l'Ihich Gidean IIdis:?onibilit~II gives rise. 

The fact that it is Christiane and not Denise "rho achieves spiritual 

liberation is neither fortuitous nor coincidental. An act of conversion 

is not, as l·~arfel envisages it, something imposed on the individual 

irrespective of his feelings or attitude by some kind of divine inter-

vention. I::1stead, it presupjJoses the individual's ovm responsiveness &nd 

receptivi ty a:l::l. his freedoLl to an::31'/:"r the call to faith. ThUG lb.rcel 

II 1" bl . "t I ~ r emphasises that a gr~ce ne seLl e pas pouvolr e re pensee sans r8ft:rer:.ce 

A une certaine ouverture, ~ une certaine dsP)nibilit~,,13, while the 

individual is ultimately left ''lith lila puissance sin€u1i~re de s'aLirrner 

13 1"'. Dic:;nit6 hurnaine, p. 143. . -
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ou de se nier, selon qu'il affirme l'Etre et s'ouvre a lui - ou qu'il 

Ie nie et du m~me coup se cl~t ••• ,,14. An act of erace is therefore best 

understood as a mysterious call or appeal to which one is free to respond o 

Christiane does not suddenly decide to creQte a new life for herself by 

choosing to believe in God - an undetermined, independent and autonomous 

act which has little to do with authentic religious faith - but finds 

herself placed in a situation where the reality of another vlOrld is made 

suddenly clear to her. "C'est comme une brusque lumi~re que je ne peux pas 

encore regarder," (l·rC 211) she says to Genevieve, thus indicating a state of 

hesitation and indecision. At that precise moment Christiane is presented 

with an unconstrained and awe-inspiring choice, for which she alone is res-

ponsible. Her situation differs from that of Claude Lemoyne in that Claude 

reaches a critical moment in his life when he will either find new" hope and 

confidence through faith or be submerged by an overwhelming sense of 

r,c:signa t~on and despair with no sign or offer of help to gUide him, 

whereas Christiane has the reassurance and comfort of Jacques' presence. 

Claude's ap~eal for help remains unanswered, hence the ambiguity and 

uncertainty of the conclusion, but Christiane's appeal is heard and she 

is thus able to see the "\my that vrill restore lileaninJ and hope to 

her life. Un Homme de Dieu, despite its implicit recognition of the 

need for faith in a transcendent Being, belongs therefore, to L:Jrcel' s 

, " b'· " , p~eces am 19ues , while Le Nonde cass~ is one of the most explicit 

and, despite Copeau's reservations, convincing examples of his 

.. ~ l' t" "pieces ec alran es • That the distinction between these two basic 

14. EtrA et Avoir, PariS, Aubier, 1935, p. 175. 
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categories is not merely a ::).uestio:'1 of chronology (that is to say C:epen-

dent on ~;hether or not the play was t:lri tten before or after Harcel' s 

conversion) is emlJllasised. by the publication of ~'brcel' s ne:id play, 

Le Cl1e:-::.in e.e c.,.,~te, il'hile in Le D:.rd, also published in 193615 , Harcel, 

although reaffirming the possibility of liberation fron the discordant 

and divided world in which we sometimes seem to be hopelessly confined, 

underlines the extent to which such a liberation is threatened by the 

prevailing attitude and mood of the society in lihich 'Ive live. i[hile 

Le ::::onde c3.SS~ is priuarily concer::led with the moral and intellectual 

void of a certain sophisticated milieu, L8 D::rd reflects the dBtructive, 

medusa-like fascination o~ certain political ideoloGies on a wide social 

scale. It should be remembered that, at the time Le D:-,rd was written 

and first performed, the spresd of fascism and the threat of war hung 

over Europe~ -.;hile in E'rance the :l!'ront Populaire under the leadership 

of L~on Blum W2S proclaiming its faith in the principles of socialism. 

Le D~rd contains explicit references to the menace of Hitler and to the 

evolution in thought among left--.ving intellectuals who Viera to champion 

the cause of socialism. Indeed, the 'dhihle context of Le D.'Ird is far more 

poli tical and historical than any of l:~Hcel' s previous plays [Lnd evokes 

the cTowing increase ane. disarray in France in the years illll::!ediately 

prsceding the Second ~orld War. 

The hiO central characte:.'s in L8 Dare'. are J.:.:llstache Soreau, a left-

vling intellectual "l'lho has married into a rich and influential family, and 

~,Jerner Sch::-lee, a singer \·rho, having left Germany because of the perse-

cution of his Je,'iish ffliend and accompanist , Rudolf Schoental, is tem-

porarily stayinZ in Paris l'iit!l Justache. -.Jerner had met Eus ~ache several 

15. Paris, PIon. All textual references to Le D".rd aref hO'l'iever, taken 
from Le sec~8t est dans les 11es, P~ris , Plan, 1967, pp. 27-153, 
and will be incorporated in the thesis in the following abbreviated 
form: (D •• ). .ii:g. (D27) = L8 Dard in L8 secr:,t est c1L"'.Y's les iles, 

p. 27. 
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years before at the University of Marburg and they had become cl030 

friends; but Eustache, in particular, has chan/ked considerably since they 

first cot to lmO"\'l each other, and the difference in their present outlook 

and preoccup~tions becomes increasingly apparent. The play r;;volv0s 

around the ;;r:,dual rift bet;reen ~u3tache and "[erner, betvlecn an ideoloGY 

v,hich is political, gener&l and abstr:lCt, nnll a sense of fraternity 

which is apoH tical, iridi vidual and concrete. T,'IO vromen play an impor-

tant part in the life of 8ustache: B&'atrice, his vrife, whom Eudache 

loves but whose attitude he conllemns as bou~geois, and GeJrtrude, whom 

Bustache had known before his marriage and '\'Iho:11 he admires for her poli-

tical vievls ami: actions. Gertrude is an extr c:nte left-wine miIi tant who 

has been suspended from her teacr.ing post, althOUGh she is hoping to be 

reappointed at the beginning of the nelV Gchool year. As far as Gertrude 

is concerned, political allegiance counts above anything else in life. 

The o:11y valid relationships behreen people are those formed inside a 

political party and those who remain outside politics are totally con

temptible in her eyes. This explains her sU3picioU8 attitude to 'i{erner 

and his wife,and her ironic disparage;nent of Bustachels friendship with 

\lerner: 

Eustache: Gertrude, jlaime autant vous dire tout de suite 
que je d~teste ces s0us-entendus. \Jerner est pour moi plus qUlull 
ami: un camarade. Je ne devrais pas avoir besoin de vous eipliquer 
ce cue ca veut dire. 

~ . 
Gertrude: Vous avez vid~ de3 bocks et manc& de la choucroute 

ensemble dans les brasseries de Earbourg ••• Vous avez ch:lnt~ a 
deux voix au clair de lune dans la for~to 

Eustache: Et alors? 

Gertrude: Ce nlest pas encore tout 9a qui fait qulon est des 
camarades ••• et vous Ie savez tr~s bien. 

Eustache: Je vous dis qu'il y viendra. 

Gertrude: En tcut cas, la petite dame n'y viendra pas; ~a, je 
peux vous Ie garantir. (D 43). 
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Significantly, hovlever, Gertrude is not able to ap:preciate ",:[ernor's 

cour2.ge and magnamimity in standin0' by, and givinc financial sU:Jport to 

his friend, Rudolf, thus imposinJ on himself exile and hardship. "Dites 

done ••• une amiti& qui va loin," (D 42) she observes sarc~stically. 

Such acts on an individual and personal level have no real value in 

Gertrude's eyes, although she would claim to believe in the cause of 

humani ty. But this cause has become for her a vaGUe political stand ~lhich 

conc~als her basic inability to trust in indiviuuals or, indeed, in life 

itself. Thus, when she finds herself made pregnant by a man she has no 

intention of marrying, and confronted with the possibility of not being 

allowed back into teaching, she tells Bustache that she sees little 

point left in living. "Vous pourriez vous d()uter que je n'ai jamais 

beaucoup tenu ~ la vie qui me fait l'effet d'une assez sale blague," 

(D 104) she says. For Gertrude, life is devoid of inherent value and 

purpose: it has become "une comptabilit~, pas autre chose ••• " (D 107), 

and her attitude immediately calls to mind that of Denise in JJe ~Ionde 

cass6. Gertrude is constantly adopting an ag~ressive and embittered 

moral or political stand whi.ch underlines her cynicism and basic dis

content, and yet she enjoys considerable prestige in ~ustache's eyes. 

He looks upon her as "qy.elqu'un qui a su mettre ses actes d'accord 

avec sa pens~e" (D 50), thus measuring the vast difference between his 

own political sympathies and aspirations and the successful and privi

leged position he holds in society. r'loreover, Gertrude's cynical and 

condescending remarks merely accentuate Eustache's sense of guilt and 

betrayal. He refuses to justify his present situation in terms of 

merit, but sees it purely in terms of chance. "J'ai eu de la chance ... 
une chance i~~~rit~e , insultante ••• ," CD 52) he says to B~atrice. 

Al though he has probably been a conscientious and hard-,vorkine teacher, 

Eustache feels that he has been unjustly helped by B6atrice's father who 



- 128 -

is a rich and influential politician. B&atrice does, to a certain 

extent, admire :2:ustache's attitude. "£untache est une nature extr~mcment 

scrupuleuse," she says to;lerner. "II lui semble qu'un cerLain confort, 

une certaine facilit§ risquent d'endormir la conscience." (D 89). 

Indeed, there may at first sight appear to be in Eustache's feelines 

of ghilt a certain nobility in that he refuses to forGet the lot of those 

who are in greater material need. "B6'atrice~ en quoi ai-je plus de 

m~ri te que Derieux ou que Vo.:4,"lilon qui cr~vent de faim avec leurs fcm;nes 

et leurs gosses?" (D 52). And he reminds B~atrice that, the bourGeoisie 

only maintains a clear conscience by c':d'efully avoidinG the most funda

mental queDtions concerning humanity, those of inequality and exploita-

tion. 

Eustache's political views are, however, vitiated in two important 

ways, first of all because they OI-Te much of their force to the fear of 

judgement by other peopilie, and secondly because they are based, as in 

the case of Gertrude, on vague abstractions. It "ould be falce to 

assume that Eustache does not believe sincerely in the ideal of 

socialism, but when he tells Beatrice that Gertrude believes him to 

be "embourgeois§, avili ••• " (D 52), it is cles.r that he is horrified 

not by his Oim inadequacy to live up to his ideals, but by the image 

he must assume in the eyes of unprivileged left-winG militants like 

Gertrude. He decides abruptly, for example, to refuse the post "ihich 

he is offered in one of the most prestigious schools in Paris more 

through fear of Gertrude's implacable judGement than throuGh strong 

personal ~onviction. Moreover, Bustache's obsession with causes and 

not "lith individuals leads him into the same kind of contradictory and 

destructive attitude of mind as Gertrude. Eustache claims his allegiance 

to the cause of social justice, yet meanly reveals l'lh3. t 'I{erner has con

fided to him in secret to ',lerner's wife. "C' est ainsi quI £ustache qui 
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ne cessait d'~tre hant~ par l'id0e de la tr3.hison - de 13. tr3.hison 

envers sa classe, c'esb-a.-dire envers una entit& -," writes Harcel, 

"aura effectivement tr:ihi un @tre bien r~el celui-ld., celui quI il 

appelait son ami.,,16 Principles are important in life if they are 

nourished and embodied by con~te acts and experiences; but they lose 

all weight and meaning when they become an abstract code of rules and 

regulations "l'Thich one must try and observe. Eustnche may claim that 

vTithout the recognition of socialist principles one bc:cornes blind to 

suffering and injustice; but/lerner wisely observes that it is not the 

principles which should save us from such blindness or indifference, 

but the love we shGuld feel for our fellow beinGs and the compassion 

which their misfortune arouses in us. "Clest 8i dr$le de cultiver 

l'indignation comme un l~gume ••• ," he says,"une plante piquante en tout 

cas. Si on sent l'indignation, on nla pas besoin de la cultiver, et 

8i on ne Ie sent pas ••• " (D 89). The situation of Ellstache has certain 

affinities with that of Claude in Un HODll'18 de Dieu, since Claude's 

faith, having degenerated over the years into a profes:::iohal pose 

devoid of inner warnth and conviction, has become as cold and imper-

sonal as Eustache's political beliefs. In fact, both plays underline 

the vital distinction between an intellectual and an existential 

philosophy of life. 

Eustache I s dissatisfaction and bitterness seem to have s tifJed any 

feelings of admiration and joy, and to exclude any real sense of fra-

ternity. It is as though his vrhole beinG and presence in the\'lorld were 

being vitiated by a poisoned dart. "Cette esp~ce d'aicuillon, de dard 

16. La DiGnit~ humeine, p. 159. 
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empoisonn~, ce n'est tout de illQ,ae pas cette guGuse qui. tG l'a a.crachb?" 

CD 1~8) asks n'atrice, reflecting painfully on BustQche's sudden affair 

wi th Gertrude. llerner had lrno'im Bustache tVhen he was re la.x:ed and con

tented; nO'tT he has become exceedingly une3.GY and. vulnerable. l:Ioreovcr, 

Eustacl1e himself recognises that political cOll1lilitm.ent 11ao not given 

his life any real sense of purpose. :1e experienceD instead an OV0r

"rhelming sense of hopelessness to which nei thor his affection for 

B6atrice nor his adhesion to socialism has provided any solution."Le 

pire de tout, ren'est pas la douleur, c'est le souci," he tells E6atrice. 

"On n'a seulement plus de quoi aimer. On est vid~. 11 n'y a plus rien. 

Une dysenterie morale. C' est ~p)Uvo.ntable." (D 112). Ee explains to 

B6atrice that he needs to escape from the life he has beon le::ldinc; ::lnd 

start afresh. "11 faut <lu'il y ait du d§cisif danG ma vie," he Gays, 

and adds: "Je ne peux :pas me laisser a11er plus 10l'1c;temps ?,. 10. c1§rivo." 

CD 140). Ee seems to believe that he 1rill esdape from his frustration 

and disarray by starting oh a life of greater political agitation with 

Gertrude and by rejecting his past. But, by desertin.s a lovinG and 

devoted wife for a woman like Gertrude vlhose political views provide a 

flimsy ideological base on w-hich to build a neH life, EustacliG stwnbles 

even further along an impasse which he vainly imagines to be the source 

of liberation and self-realisation. 

The contrast between ~ustache and ~erner could not be mora radical. 

Eustache's eoema tic political generalisations are chOlm to be hollow 

and meaningless \-lhen set against 'ilerner's quiet I.md unassuminc c_cts of 

coura.;e and fidelity. ~rerner did not need to <luestion and justify his 

reasons for helping Rudolf, nor assume a political stand simply because 

his friend had been maltreated by the Nazis. lIe had acted out of 

friendship, not for any :)oli tical motives. Had he been J eVlish or a 
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political opponent of tho r~Gime, his depnrture vmuld to some hO-vo 

been mor'i; readily 1L.'1d.ersb.ndable because it could lL:::.ve be ~n CD. tegorised 

and reduced to a simplistic causal ex:?lanation. But it is this very 

desire to sir::plify and to C3. tegorise which ~; erner rofuGos. 'rhus, ,,,hon 

Bustache reproac::es him for his apparent indifference to the si tuatio.Cl 

which has caused his exile, ',Ierner replies: tiC' est -d.- dire qu'i1 

faudrai t prononcer cer ~ ains !:lOis ri tuels, j e suppose. 

devraien t met t:ce till unifor::18: I' unifor:J8 du proscri t? 

/ Les pensees 

les uniforll.eS, me;ne celui-la. II faut avant tout rester un honline. n (D 97). 

Bustache, h0Hever, insists that by lee.vinG Germany, -derncr has adopted 

a political stand and should therc"fore decle.re soUdari ty vJi th all the 

other Gerhlan refugees in Paris. Werner refuses to do this: he does not 

kno", them as personal friends and therefore considers that such an act 

woulci. have no real significance for him. There is, hm'lever, no o.mbi-

guity about his attitude to the fascist r§gime in Germany since he unhesi-

tatingly turns QO'iffi the chance of returning to his country and resuming 

his career as a singer. ':Terner h8.s deep personal convictions which he 

invariably keeps to himself, but which do not fail to ShON throuzh in 0.11 

his actions. :Ie quietly accepts his situ3.tion uhereas l:Justo.che, were he 

in the same position, would make of ';-lerner's misfortunes the ju,:tific:::.tion 

for his existence. Ee indirectly ad:nits this to B0atrica when he .:nys: 

"Q.ue veux-tu que je devienne? II nly a pas de guerre, pas d'&pidemie, 

pas d' occasion de mourir~" CD 141). ~lerner does not need to proclaim 

aloud. the social and political injustices of the world to find a ronson 

for living. His life finds meaning in his artistic sensibility - in 

particular , in his love of music - and in his affection for his 

friends. 
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Whereas Werner responds to the beauty of art and unashamedly 

expresses the joy and admiration which it inspires in him, Eustache 

morosely observes that such effusions are scandalous and unjustifiable: 

"L'art, la joie, la beaut', est-ce que je sais? on verra tout pa plus 

tarde 11 faut d'abord que les gens mangent." (n 96). Eustache is only 

prepared to accept an art which can be assessed in terms of utility and 

political commitment. Werner, however, believes that art - and, in his 

case, music - has an intrinsic value of its own: 

Werner: Tu crois que la masique doit donner des belles pens6es. 
~1ais ce n'est pas vrai. Tu crois aussi qu'elle est un instrument pour 
•••• comment vous dites? zur Befreiung. 

Biatrice: L'~mancipation. 

Werner: Elle n'est pas un instruwent; 
uw valeur plus grande que tou:es les id6es. 
mais je suis sUr. (D 82). 

elle a sa valeur par soi-meme, 
Je ne peux pas expliquer, 

The fact that Werner's deep love for music is something which he is 

unable to explain in objective terms and whose value he is therefore 

unable to prove suggests not that it should be invalidated and discounted, 

but that it makes sense only to those with a certain sensibility or 

insight - a gift whifh Werner clearly possesses and which Eustache does 

not. Werner's whole response to life is based on deep personal beliefs 

and convictions, and forms a marked contrast with Eustache's vague 

political abstractions. Unlike Eustache, Werner believes that Buffering 

and unhappiness, for example, can only be combated on a limited indi

vidual scale. He is suspicious of vast, impersonal organisations which 

try to solve the problems of mankind for they tehd to generalise dis

content ana stifle our sense of personal identity. In such a world 

there would ho longer be any desire to write and compose music, and, 

without music, life for Werner would become barren and empty I 
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Werner: Qui, je sais bien, tu crois dans l'assistance 
publique. Moi je pense seulement que c'est un bureau pour 
g~n6raliser la mauvaise humeur. II y a des gens qui disent: 
si persohne n'est satisfait, tout Ie monde sera un peu content, 
parce qu'on se dira: je ne suis pas bien, mais mon voisin il 
n'est pas bien non plus. Moi je dis: i1 n'y aura plus de 
malheur peut-~tre, mais il n'y aura pas de joie non plus. Tout 
Ie monde sera de mauvaise humeur. Mais c'est Ie pire qui peut 
exister! Avec de la soufffance on peut encore faire de la 
musique; pas avec de la mauvaise humeur. 

Eustache: La musique! c'est tr~s secondaire apr0s tout. 

Werner: Non, Eustache, ce n'est pas secondaire. Si la 
musique diminue, si la musique devient plus pauvre, alors la vie 
aussi diminue, elle devient mesquine. Sans la musique on ne vit 
plus, on vivote ••• (D 85). 

Werner lives in a quiet and undemonstrative way, and his unosten-

tatious acts of generosity are far more meaningful and real than any of 

Gertrude's or Eustache's denunciations of social injustice. Eustache 

turns down a chance of promotion to another school for political re~sons 

and writes an abusive letter to a minister, but his treatment of B6atrice 

and Werner is mean and shabby. A vague social ideal has thus supplanted 

the care and attention he is prepared to accord to the individual. And 

it is ultimately Werner who, without aligning himself with a specifically 

political cause, achieves far more for the unhappy victims of the divided 

and oppressive world in which ~e lives, than Eustache. He comes to 

announce to Eustache and B6atrice that he has decided to return to 

Germany. Although Gisela, his wife, has deserted him to live with a 

rich German baron, Werner does not feel that his brief exile in France 

has been an unnecessary or meaningless hardship. During this time he 

has learned of Rudolf's death in Switzerland, but this news does not 
, 

erase the vivid memory of his friends unjust persecution. The more 

Werner thinks about Rudolf, however, the more difficult it becomes for 

him to remain in Paris where he has found himself almost immediately 

liked by those who have got to know him and thus invited to spend the 

coming months with different families. Werner has very little money, 
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but he knows that there is no danger of his starving to death or sleeping 

on the streets. Rudolf, on the other han~, had none of Werner's 

immediate attraction and charm. "Il n'y avait pas de danger qu'il 

arrive par la sympathie," says Werner to B6atrice. "Il serait mort de 

faim peut-@tre." (D 148). It is, in part, this realisation which makes 

Werner's exile suddenly seem to him more of a privilege than a hardship; 

but by refusing to benefit from the privileged situation in which he 

finds himself, Vlerner realises that he has probably also been inflwnced 

by Eustache's own bitter denunciations of the success that has come his 

way. "C'est peut-etre un scrupule," he says to B6atrice; "je dirai 

davantage: c'est peut-~tre Eustache qui de quelque maniere me l'a pass6e ••• 

comme la grippe." (D 148). He feels, however, that he must return to 

Germany and join with those who are being oppressed and persecuted, 

for it is they who, more than anyone else, need somebody with his 

natural warmth and generosity. "La sympathie, chez Mme Brdssard, c'est 

aga9ant , c'est idiot," he says to B~atrice: "dans un camp de concen

tration, c'est peut-etre une forfe." (D 149). B6qtrice is at first 

stunned by Werner's decision which she believes to be an unnecessary 

gesture, almost an act of suicide. But, far from throwing his l~ 

away, Werner is offering it to those who may be able to draw comfort 

and hope from his presence: he is offering himself not to a vague ideal, 

but to real individuals who are suffering and who need help: 

Werner: Je me mets simplement ~ la disposition. 

B~atrice: De qui, Werner? de quoi? de la cause? de la 
r6volution? 

Werner: Da cause ne m' int6resse ~as; les hommes m'1nt6ressent, 
quoique Eustache ait cru le contraire. tD 150). 
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Not only has the memory of Rudolf's persecution and Eustache's 

tirades against social injustice influenced Werner in his decision to 

return to Germany, but his mind has also been made up by the r~elisation 

of a deeperihg affection between himself and B6atrice, for on no account 

would he allow himself to cause the break-up of Eustache's marriage. 

Moreover, the situatioh is made more critical in that Eustache has left 

B6atrice and is having an affair with Gertrude. \verner knows that B6atrice 

alohe, by her kindness, devotion and understanding, can save Eustache from 

his present confusion and disarray. "Vous ne pouvez pas l'abandonner," 

says Werner to B6atrice. "II faut vous rappe1er toujours que vous gtes 

la femme d'un pauvre ••• " (D 152). The poverty from which Eustache 

suffers is clearly not of a material nature, for he has had both money 

and success. It is the poverty of a man who experiences no real sense 

of vocation or belonging, and whose life is thus devoid of any inherent 

value or purpose. Moreover, Eustache is not alone in his poverty: from 

the "broken world" of Christiana. Chesnay we pass into a world thl.19atened 

by the spread of political ideologies and by the vast, impersonal political 

and social institutions set up to ensure universal happiness. "Les 

l~prosies vont se multiplier sur la terre, je Ie crains," says \lerner 

J\ / /' , 
to Be-atrice. "Ce sera une grace reservee a tres peu d'y vivre en 

sachant qu'on vit parmi les l~preux, et sans les prendre en horreur." 

(D 153). And as B6atrice expresses her uncertainty and apprehension, 

Werner reminds her that when he has gone his memory will be to her the 

source of strength and hope which Rudolf's memory has been to him. "Vous 

penserez a moi comme je pense a Rudolf," he says. "Plus tard je vous 

habiterai comme Rudolf m'habite ••• " (D 153). 

There is an important comment made by B6atrice when, confronted with 

Eustache's increasing bitterness and dissatisfaction and with her father's 

pomposi ty, she sadly remarks: "l'fon Dieu, quelle horrelil.rt est-ce qu 'il 
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n'y a donc dans la vie que des fantoches et des ••• des d6sesp6r6s?" 

(D 135). Beatrice I s attentions seem to be divided betvTeen those who are 

totally disenchanted with life - such as Eustache and Gertrude - and 

those whose life is an absurd caricature of all that is enriching and 

meanin~ful - such as Durand-Fresnil and his wife. It is true that, through 

her deep appreciation of music, Beatrice is able to share with Werner a 

deeper, more harmonious order of experience; but these moments are brief 

and fleeting, seemingly overshadowed by the gratinG clamour of the 

"fantoches". It is this element of discord which provides an important 

background to ~e Dzrd and which the author teats, as he had done in Le 

Monde cass6, with unsparing irony and satire. 

Much of the first act is taken up with the presentation of these 

. essentially comic chd.racterso When the play opens, Nme Soreau is in 

conversstion with Eustache and B6atrice with whom she has just had 

dinner. It is soon clear that, despite her loquaciousness, 11me Soreau 

has very little of any importance to say. She is lndignant to find 

that Gergrude knows nothing about the refent murder at Argenteuil, and 

when the latter coldly observes that she does not read the "faits diver.s", 

Nme Soreau replies: "Ab bien! vous n'ates pas curieuse. Je ne suis pas 

comme vous. J'aime bien savoir ce qui se passe." (D 28). Despite her 

rather limited interests and banal preoccupations, Mme Soreau is con

side;'ably les'=j obnoxious than BSatrica' smother ';iho i3 excessively 

snobbish and dictatorial. When she and her husband call round to see 

Eustache and B6atrice, she is horrified to find that it is B6atrice 

who is forced to prepare tea for her visitors because the maid has the 

afternoon off. "IVIoi je sp~cifie toujours que ma femme de chambre ne 

sortira pas les dimamches de r~ception," (D 61) she says, and adds that 

she has already noticed that B6atrice's maid is not "si bien styl~e" 

(D 61), a COIDffient which does not fail to arouse Eustache's indignation. 
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MIne Durand-Fresnil is very conscious of what is generally considered a 

mark of good taste and good breeding when in fact these values ane often 

exceedingly superficial. Moreover she interferes into and tries to 

supervise the lives of her husband and children lest they forget the 

dignified station which they hold in society. l'lonsieur Durand-Fresnil 

is less of a snob than his wife, but equally pretentious when it comes to 

espressing his own opinions. He is particularly fond of the sound of his 

own voice, of holding long political discussions and of upholding his 

belief in the honour and glory of France. His reaction when he hears 

that Eustache has turned down the chance to teach at the lyc~e Henri IV 

and has written an abusive letter to the minister concened is an absurd 

and grotesque caricature of anger and indignation. "Un proc~d~ comme Ie 

vBtre est digne des bolcheviks ••• , .. he splutters. "Peut-~tre ces gens

l~ sont-ils vos amis; ils ne seront jamais les miens. J'ai lu hier 

dans Te Temps des r~cits qui m'ont donn~ la chair de paule. Un vieux 

lib6ral tel que mo:i ••• " (D 134). 

It is agaihst this background that the conflict between Eustache 

and ~erner is developed. By representing a world devoid of any deep or 

lasting values, and devoid too of any awareness of its basic emptiness, 

the comic element serves to throw into relief moments or situations of 

deep significance. The appearance of Werner at the end of the first act, 

for example, is thrown into relief by the noisy, clamorous discussions 

which have been taking place since the arrival of B6atrice's parents 

and brother, Nax:ilne. Werner has returned to Paris aftel.' visiting Rudolf 

in Switzerland. He knows that his friend has very little time left to live 

and he is clearly deeply moved and distressed. Durand-Fresni1's rather 

anxious preoccupations with the political situation are made to S'Olem all 

the more superfluous in comparison with something as real as the perse

cution and death of a close friend, while his obvious love of rhetoric 
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is contrasted with Werner's quiet, unassuming manner. Moreover, 

Durand-Fresnil and his wife show no real sensi tivi ty to vlerner's distress: 

¥ae Durand-Fresnil chatters on about the happy memories of her visits to 

Switzerland, while her husband seizes on the opportunity to defend his 

beloved France. "Nos Alpes frangaises me suffisent," he says: "quelles 

richesses tou±istiques dans ce pays: quand saurons-nous les exploiter?" 

(D 72). 

Le Dqrd is a short, but exceedingly compact three act play built, 

as J. Chenu observes, around "l'opposition famili~re li Narcel de l'~tre 

et de l'avoir, ou plus directement de la pauvret~ et de la richesse 

17 int6rieure" • It is a play of balance and contrast. The strong 

satirical element is rich and varied, reflecting differences in class -

those between llfule Soreau and l'lme Durand-Fresnil, for exampa.e, - and in 

generation - Durand-Fresnil's patriotic fervour and belief in reason and 

progress contrasted with Maxime's indifference and cynicism. There is 

no trace of humour, however, in Harcel's treatment of the "d6sesp6re's" 

Eustache and Gertrude, whose empty existence, like that of Denise in ~ 

MQnde cass', has essentially tragic implications. Moreover, just as 

Denise's attitude and behaviour is cantrrn"tE<i with that of C~tialhe, eo 

Eustache and Gertrude are set against Werner and B6atrice. Emptiness is 

thus offset by plenitude, despair by hope, and the harsh, grating conflict 

of the present by a harmonious, intangible world evoked through music. 

The appearance of Werner, delayed until the end of the first act, is 

made all the more effective in view of the fact that, since the circum-

stances of his exile have been repeated on several occasions, we await 

17. La th6£tre de Gab:riel IJfarcel et sa signification m~taph,ysigue, p. 198 • 
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his return from Switzdrland with increasing interest. From the moment 

he appears until the last words he exchanges with BGatrice at the end of 

the play, Werner stands apart from all the othr)r characters as a constant 

reminder that life is not irrenediably divided between the "fantoches" 

and the IId6sesp~ris" but opens on to a world of mystery, love and recon-

ciliation. 

By an exceedingly strange coincidence, the person who provided the 

main inspiration for lIiarcel I s creation of \'lerner was the very same person 

who interpreted the role when the play was first staged in 1937 at the 

Th~~tre des A.rtw. During the thirties, Harcel had received a number of 

visits from German writers and philosophers who had been forced to leave 

their country during the rise to power of Hitler. It was in this way 

that Marcel first met a young German who later came to be known under the 

pseudonym of Eric No· th. "II m I avai t ~t~ d I emb16e sympa thique," recalls 

Harcel, "et clest a partir de lui que je con~us Ie personnage de Werner 

Schnee.,,18 When the play had been completed, 11arcel read it to No.th and 

asked him if he would be prepared to play the part of Werner. Noth 

accepted and, desjlite his relative inexperience as an actor, Narcel recalls 

that "il devait incarner mon personnage de fa~on inoubliable et ~ la 

repr~sentation genlrale, ~ sa seule apparition, vers la fin du premier 

acte, toute la salle eelata en applaudissements .,,19 The reaction of the 

critics was, however, very varied, ranging from comments that the play 

I .,A 20 
was "in~gale et assez pem.ble th0atralement" to highly appreciative 

I1a . 21 d And / M . 22 articles by Fran~ois • urlac an re aurol.S , and to its ascessment 

18. 

19. 

20. 

21. 

22. 

En chemin. vers quel 6veil?, p. 157. 

Ibid., p. 158. -
Paris-SOif, 4.3.1937. 

Gringoire, 29.1.1937. 

r.larianne, 17.3.1973. 
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/ 

as "une pi~ce qui, avec Electre, de Girau10ux - domine Ie th~atre contem-

23 T porain" • he full meaning of the play clearly escaped many of the critics, 

unsure as to the reasons for Eustache's sense of failure and to the signi

ficance of Werner's role. For those acquainted with any of Marcel's 

previous plays, in particular La Monde cass6, however, there is no diffi-

culty in recognising in Eustache's bitterness and discontent a symptom 

of the inner poverty or "indisponibilit~" which vitiates the individual's 

response to life by stifling his or her spiritual awareness or receptivity. 

Life is, inde2d, a heavy burden for those deprived of the power to admire 

aD create, and whose lack of humility and charity undermines all their 

personal relationships, thus leaving them even mor8 embittered and alone. 

Moreover, just as Denise in Le Monde cass' blindly pursues a gay social 

existence, unaware of its ultimate cons~quences , 80 Eustache has fallen 

under the insidious spell of ideological fanaticism. It is not gay 80ciali-

sing or political commitment as such of which Marcel is critical, but the 

particular form it takes in each play. The social life which Denise leads 

is destructive because other people are used as instruments of pleasure 

and not treated as real individuals. Thus "Ie divertissement" exacerbates 

Denise's "indisponibilit~" and accentuates further the futility and 

emptiness of her life. There is no reason why Eustache who, like Denise, 

is basically uneasy and insecure, should not find some meaning and purpose 

restored to his existence by the recognition of certain essential human 

rithtw, by participating in what J. Chenu terms "une t~che commune et 

From an article appearing in La Vie intellectuelle. septembre, 1937. 
See collection of artifles and reviews on Le D~rd in Fonds Randel, 
Biblioth~que de l'Arsenal. 
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sup~rieure,,24. !'J.arcel feels great admiration for a man like Camus, 

for example, who, although refusing all forms of religious belief, was 

deeply committed to the social and political issues of his age. Cnmus' 

political principles, however, are those of • someone who cares 

passionately about the lives of his fellow men, whereas Eustache's 

preoccupation with the idea of freedom and justice leads him to overlook 

the very real needs and feelings of those closest to him. "Na1gr6 son 

action r§volutionnaire sinc~re et r~elle, Eustache n'adh~re 'lu ' ~ moiti~," 

writes J. Chenu: "la re'alit~ pour la'luelle il combat n'est 'lu ' objet de 

rppr'sentation intelleftue11e.,,25 Eustache's fascination with a vague, 

impersonal cause, with what IVlarcel later called "l'esprit d'abstractlon,,26, 

is the dart which is pOisoning an existence already impoverished by his 

own basic "indisponibili t6". What r-1arcel clearly dEinounces and warms us 

against in Le Dard is any form of thi~ng or commitment, whether it be 

political, technocratic or scientific, which is so dominated by abstrac

tions that it reduces the individual to a mere number or function, and 

thus depersonalises his whole identity. Eustache's preoccupation 

with socialism is but one of the many afflictions of our age characterised 

by what Narcel sees as "un man'lue d'amour 'lui consiste dans l'incapacit' 

de traiter un ~tre comme un ~tre, et dans 1e fait de substitusr ~ cet ~tre 

individue1 une certaine id~e, une certaine d~signation abstraite,,27. 

Indeed, in Werner's fear of the poverty and discontent which will spread 

like a plague over the earth, there is a remarkably accurate premonition 

24. Le th~atre de Gabriel Marcel et sa signification m6taphysigue, p. 200. 

25. ~, p. 200. 

26 See preface to Les HOmmes contre l'humain, Paris, La Colombe,195l, p.7 • 
• 

27. La Dignit' humaine, p. 161. 
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of a bureaucratic world choked by facts and figures, statistical surveys 

and identity cards, and of a society divided by bitter ideological 

disputes and rival political factions. 

In contrast to Eustache, Werner's life is both rich and meaninGful. 

Like Christiane in Le Nonde cass6 he is "disponible", and this spiritual 

receptivity is apparent from the outset in his artistic sensibility. It 

is because art and religion offer an authentic experience of liberation and 

transcendence that Werner tells B4atrice at the end of the play that the 

artist and the believer will escape the plague of growing discontent. Through 

music Werner is able to glimpse a higher order of reality and, as a singer, 

he is able to interpret this experience and share it with others. It is 

in this respect that the artist and the believer are very close to each 

other, for the experience of artistic creation and of worship and prayer 

necessitates a Sate of total self-effacement and receptivity. The fact 

that Rudolf continues to remain not only present in Werner's thoughts 

after the news of his death, but also a source of comfort and guidance 

provides another concrete example of Werner's "disponibil1t~". Rudolf's 

presence, like that of Jacques in Le Monde cass6, also evokes the mysterious 

reality of a world beyond the categories of reason and objectivity, time 

and change. That Werner is aware that such a world exists is made clear 

by the end of the second act when he remarks: "S'il n'y avait que les 

vivants, Gisela, je pense que la terre serait tout ~ fait inhabitable." 

(D 121). Thus, when Werner decides to ·return to Germany at the end of the 

play, the possibility of torture and death does not hang over him as a 

sinister and threatening end to his life, and he realises too that, should 

he die, his death may give to others still living the strength and 

reassurance which Rudolf's death has given to him. This communion between 

the living and the dead which plays a highly significant part in the 
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d6nouement of both Le Monde cass6 and Le D~rd indicates. as G. Deledalle 

observes, "qu'il n'y a pas pour Narcel deux: mondes celui des vivants 

t " " t 28 et ce1ui des mor s, mais un seul monde de vivants incarnes et desincarnes" • 

The presence of Jacques and Rudolf is not, however, something that can be 

objectively proved or demonstrated by Christiane and Werner, but implies 

a deeply personal and ultimately intangible experience of being with. 

Despite the final message of liberation and hope which closes Le 

/ Monde casse and Le Dard, both plays present a sombre picture of society, 

and one that is, in many ways, grimly prophetic too, The sy;ptoms of 

Christiane's broken world and of Eustache's fascination with abstractions 

are clearly visible in the massive, feverish pursuit of pleasure and 

"kicks" among young people today, and in the spread of bureaucracy on all 

levels of our social life, together with the increasing number of divisive 

and disruptive idedogical confrontations. In view of their striking 

"actualit~", it is surprising to learn that the two plays have given rise 

to no more than a handful of performances in France. Indeed, because 

of the difficulty in obtaining most of Marcel's plays in libraries and 

booksho~s until recent years29, they have probably not even been widely 

read. For those who feel that Marcel's dramatic work merits far greater 

recogni tion than it has hitherto enjoyed, hovTever, the "rediscovery" of 

Un HOmme de Dieu sowe 25 years after it had first been published does at 

least offer some hope that there will one day be a widespread renewal of 

/ 
interest in plays like Le Monde casse and Le Dard which provide such a deep 

and penetrating analysis of the underlying mood and preoccupations of our 

time. 

28. 

29. 

/ L'Existentiel: philosophies et litteratures de l'existence, Paris, 
Rene Lacoste, 1949, p. 111. 

Le Dard was re-edited in Le secret est dans~s lIes in 1968, and Le 
Monde cass~ reappeared as one of the Cing pi~ces majeures in 1973. 
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CHAPrER 4 

The final period: faith and the inextricability of a world in 
conflict 

Both Le Monda cass~ and La Dard reflect Marcel's growing concern 

at the social and political climate of Western Europe in the 1930's. 

Hitler's rise to power, the spread of fascism and the persecution of the 

Jews form an important part of the political background to Le Dl1rd. 

While many of the younger generation of France's intellectuals like 

Sartre and Simone de Beauvoir remained, at this tillie, comfortably 

esconced in a cocoon of idealism and thus blindly confident that there 

was no real threat to peace and order, Marcel, who had already endured 

the anguish and distress caused by one world war, was clearly awake to 

the ominously fragile political situation in Europe prior to the out-

break of war in 1939. In the next decade Marcel witnessed the overthrow 

of France at the hands of the German army, followed by a long and bitter 

struggle resulting in the defeat of Hitler and the rise to power of the 

Communists. One great political evil seelned to have been crushed only 

to be supplanted, in Narcel's view, by another. Three of the four plays 

written by him between 1938 and 1951, L'Emissaire, Le Signe de la Croix 

1 
and Rome nlest plus dans Rome, are directly concerned with the political 

situation in France during and after the Second World War. In this 

respect, all three 'plays are an example of politically corrmitted theatre 

in as much as the action of each play is not only situated in a precise 

political and historical context, but is also modified and conditioned 

by it. They thus differ markedly from the Trois pi~ces in which the 

family upheavels are only indirectly affected by the events of the First 

World War. Raymond could have been killed in a car accident, but the 

basic subject and issues of La Chapelle ardente, for example, would have 

" been unchanged, wbereas the questions raised by L'Emissaire or Le Signa 

de la Croix can only be studied in the context of the defeat and occu-

pation of France by the Germans in 1940. 

1 • The fourth play is La Fin des temps, written for the radio and first 
published in 1950. It was re-edi ted in La ilecret est dans les lIes 
in 1967. 
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Political commitment does not, however, mean that Narcel sides with 

one particular party or social class. Le Dard clearly indicates his dis-

trust of political ideologies and his belief that, only by a recognition 

of s~itual values, can the individual find a true meaning to life and 

a real sense of belonging. Despite the importance of their political 

setting, L'Emissaire, Le Signe de la Croix and Rome n'est plus dans Rome 

all lend weight to this last point. In this respect Marcel is not 

politically committed in any uf these plays in the same way as Sartre in 

works like Le Diable et Ie Bon Dieu and Nekrassov where the author clearly 

upholds one particular course of political action as the only effective 

answer to the situation in which the individual finds himself. The 

immense gulf between Marcel's attitude to "engagement" and that of S::rtre 

was soon recognised by the former in the months immediately following the 

liberation of France in 1944. Marcel was horrified by the politically 

motivated purge which took place during this period. Special tribunals 

were hastily arranged to try large numbers of Frenchmen for treason with 

no attempt to ensure a fair and impartial jury. "Les existentialistes, 

alors en vogue, provoqu~rent mon indignation par Ie cynisme avec lequel 

ils s'inscrivaient en faux contre les principes eternels du droit," 

recalls Harcel. "Et c' est ainsi. •• que S9 consomma la rupture entre moi 

, " " tIS t t S" dB" ,,2 et des ecr~va~ns e s que ar re e ~mone e eauvo~r •••• Marcel's 

refusal to over-simplify the issues facing his compatriots during the 

Second World War and his belief that there could be no clear-cut political 

answer to such issues is clearly brought out in L'Emissaire. 3 In this 

play, the characters fall into three main groups: there are the active 

members of the Resistance like Bertrand Serol, Collaborators like Roland 

de Cramoy, and those like Antoine Sorgue who follow a middle course 

believing that the situation cannot be reduced to a simple choice between 

2. En chemin. vers guel eveil?,p.224. For Marcel's denunciation of the 
purge see "Philosophie de l'epuration" in La Nouvelle Releve 
(Canada), nos.7 & 8, janvier & fevrier, 1946. 

All textual references are taken from L9 secret est dans les lIes 
Paris, PIon, ~967, pp.1?7-270and will be incorporated in the the~is 
l."n the follow1ng abbrev~ated form: (t .. ). Eg. (E157) L'~-" " 

t d 1 11 157 = ~ul.SSa1re 
in Le secret es ans es es, p. • 
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Resistance and Collaboration. The Collaborators presented in Sartre's 

Morts sans sepulture are odious, inhuman figures who inspire in us 

feelings of unmitigated horror. 
,.. 

In L'~missaire, the case of Roland de 

Cramoy is presented in a far more impartial light. His decision is 

shown to have been made in good faith: he believes in the possibility 

of Collaboration not as a means of exploiting defeat, but as a way of 

preserving France's ihdependence. The risks and dangers of Collaboration 

were very great, but for someone like Roland there was the very real 

hope that, by such a policy, the French would not become a mere pawn of 

other great powers, that peace would be preserved in their own country 

and the strength of fascism gradually dissolved. "Hon fils me 1'0. dit 

souvent," says MIne de Cramoy: "Ie nazisme ne tire so. force que de 10. 

resistance qu'on lui oppose; ses adversaires les plus acharn~s sont ses 

meilleurs auxiliaires." (E229). Without himself upholding Roland's 

political beliefs, Antoine recognises that by collaborating a great deal 

of unn~cessary anguish and suffering could have been avoided, and tha.t at 

least, now that the war is almost over, one should try to understand and 

respect the attitude of those who held different beliefs and opinions. 

Real courage lies in being true to one's deepest convictions, irrespective 

of how popular such convictions are, and Roland has proved that he 

possessed this courage since he stood firm by his beliefs in the face 

of growing contempt and condemnation. That he was not blinded by 

fanaticism is underlined by the fact that, as the Resistance movement 

grew and the hope of successful Colla.boration faded, so Roland felt 

continually exposed to the danger of deserting a cause to which he had 

pledged his support. "II mea dit que meme alors il ne se passait presque 

pas de jour ou i1 n'eut ~ r~sister aux assauts d'un furieux qui pretendait 

3tre so. conscience," says Antoine, "et qu'il n'avait pas trop de toute so. 

lucidite et de tout son coura.ge pour combattre et denoncer cette 

imposture." (E237). 

For Bertrand, on the other hand, Collaboration was a crime and he 

considered it the duty of the French to actively oppose the German forces. 
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The stand adopted by Bertrand is certainly no less courageous and 

sincere than that of Roland, but it is devoid of real nobility or 

generosity since he has become totally uncompromising in his denun~ 

ciation of those who do not share his beliefs, while he also seems to 

have overlooked some of the frightening consequences of the Resistunce -

namely the risk of reprisals and of further unnecessary suffering. 

But perhaps the most insidious effect of the I~esistance was that it 

had fostered a spirit of bitterness and revenge among many people, and, 

of this, the afore-mentioned tribunals set up after the war to try 

Frenchmen accused of treason provide the most striking example. W11en 

Mme de Cramoy comes to see Bertrand in the hope that there may be 

some possibility of freeing her son after his arrest, Bertrand, although 

regretting the excesses of the purge, adopts a cold, uncompromising 

attitude and clearly feels that there can be no reprieve for those who 

had chosen to collaborate. ~~e de Cramoy passionately takes up the 

defence of her son's actions and motives, while ~~e Ferrier sadly 

observes: "C'est si decourageant de constater que chacun reste sur ses 

positions." (E229). All respect and understanding for one another is 

swept away in a fierce debate between rival factions. IIVoQ;Javez raison," 

corrunents Antoine to Hme Ferrier; "on s'imagine opposer des faits, on 

n'oppose que des partis pris. 1I (E229). 

For someone like Bertrand, the facts and issues are clear and 

hesitation not admissible; but such an attitude almost invariably 

implies, if not fanaticism, then at least a certain blindness and over

simplification. In this particular respect there is a marked difference 

between Antoine and Bertrand. Antoine was opposed to Nazism and yet 

could sympathise with Roland because he saw that the effect of the 

Resistance would be to divide the French among themselves and expose them 

to the influence of foreign powers. "II a cherche a se persuader," 

says Roger, IIqu'une voie intermediare etait possible pour un horrune qui, 

detestant les Allemands, redoutait presque aussi vivement ce qu'il 

appeIa.it l' asservissement de son pays par les Anglo-Saxons ou surt, out 
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par les Soviets." (E205). Roger describes Antoine's attitude as "cette 

esp~ce d'.isolationisme extravagant" (E206), whereas Mme Ferrier, whose 

husband had been deported as an act of reprisal against the Resista.nce, 

believes that there is much to be admired in Antoine's neutrality and 

that the Resistance has probably done more harm than good. Antoine 

believes in common with Roland that an act of coura~e is not necessarily 

one of defiance and rebellion. It consists in being true to oneself, 

and deep within him Antoine feels unable to side with one party or the 

other. All that he felt able to do in the years of unease and anguish 

during the Occupation was to keep as clear a picture of the situation 

and events as possible, to avoid the pitfalls of fanaticism and to help 

those in need whenever possible by compassionate and understanding acts. 

Roger, although initially doubting the sincerity of Antoine's attitude, 

recognises that the latter was probably right and that it was a great 

mistake to take a firm, unyielding political sta.nd. "J'ai tent' de 

m'agreger ~ un nous autres ••• nous les resistants ••• ," he admits. "Nais 

ce no us autres est en miettes. Et c'est probablement bien qu'il en 

soit ainsi •••• "(E267). For Antoine there could be no easy solution to 

the innumerable questions and problems raised by the war: there could 

only be hope that all the meaningless atrocities which he has witnessed 

during the hostilities were not the final judgement of his age, nor a 

totally absurd end to the lives of those who had been killed during 

that time. But such a hope makes sense only when there is belief in a 

transcendent reality or Being and in the possibility of man's redemption. 

Antoine, a Christian, has this faith, and this implies not only the 

trust and hope which help him to overcome a feeling of ineradicable 

horror, impotence and despair, but also the charity and compassion 

which safeguard him against the insidious hold of fanaticism and 

sectarianism. 

There is tangible evidence of the kind of brutality and suffering 

endured by many people during the war in the person of Clement Ferrier 
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who has returned to Paris after being unexpectedly released from a 

P.O.W. camp in Poland. Clement is an emissary in as much as the world 

to which he bears living witness is one of indescribable horror from 

which few emerge unscathed. What is immediately impressed on the 

audience is that, despite his return, Clement is not fully restored to 

his family. "Je ne sais pas," observes Sylvie, "c'est un peu comme 

s'il nous avait d~p~che un simple emissaire ••• comme si lui-m~me n'~tait 

pas arrive, pas meme encore en vue •••• " (E173). Despite his physical 

presence, Clement as a person is absent. All the qualities and 

characteristics by which he was once so easily recognised seem to have 

been effaced. "Hathilde, tu ne te doutes donc pas ••• que tu parIes ~ un 

mort~" (E198) he exclaims at one point to his wife, recognising not 

only the imminence of death in a physical sense, but realising also that 

he is already dead to a world of joy and laughter in which he was once 

able to participate. Thus, when Antoine tells him of the joy which the 

news of his return had given his family and friends, Clement replies: 

"Non, non, pas de joie; pas ce mot, je vous en prie."(E188). He feels 

excluded from a world in which the word "joy" retains its meaning, and 

Antoine himself realises later that there is something scandalous in 

Clement's return, so great is his mental and physical debility. But 

if Clement as a person has been destroyed as a result of his captivity 

and maltreatment, it is not within the power of science or medicine to 

restore him to his former self. Mathilde, however, busily makes pre

parations to ensure that Clement will, as soon as possible, resume "son 

existence normale" (E165). She has arranged for C16ment to undergo 

various medical examinations, and tells Sylvie that they must do all 

in their power to distract him and keep his mind occupied, "II va falloir 

nous ingenier ~ Ie distraire, ~ Ie tirer de lui-meme,"(E165) she says. 

Sylvie, however, rebels against her mother's attitude whidh seems to 

reduce Clement to a mere object or instrument that has temporarily broken 

down: "Je ne sais pas, mais il me semble qu'on n'a pas Ie droit de Ie 



- 150 -

trai ter comme une esp~ce de pendule o.u de radio qu' il s 'agi t de remettre 

en 6tat ••• :'(E166}. Sylvie recognises that human identity cannot be 

reduced to a mere bundle of scientifically controlable phenomena and 

that her father's suffering is not therefore something that can be 

treated as though it were a passing physical ailment: 

Sylvie: Toute cette souffrance atroce quell tra1ne 
derri~re lui ••• pas seulement la sienne ••• celle de tous 
ses compagnons ••• ce n'est pas une poussiere, une esp~ce 
de crasse dont il n'y aurait que ~ Ie nettoyer. C'est 
quelque chose de sacre, qu'il faut respecter. 

Nathilde: :Hoi je ne connais que notre devoir qui 
) . 

est de Ie guer~r •••• 

Sylvie: Ce n'est pas non plus une maladie ••• je ne 
crois pas.(E166-7). 

Sylvie rebels against her mother's over-zealousness to "cure" 

Cl~ment, while C16ment himself protests against the atmosphere of 

detached curiosity which surrounds hilll. When he learns that his return 

to laris has been noted by the Ministry concerned with Prench prisoners 

and deportees, he is horrified that the suffering endured by himself und 

his fellow prisoners is to be recorded and classified as one enters down 

details pertaining to tax and insurance. Cl6ment may be an emissary of 

an inhuman world, but he himself has not been totally dehumanised for he 

retains awareness of a world to which he once belonged and of an identity 

which refuses to be treated and classified as a mere object. "Tu 

comprends, je devrai partir ••• ," he says to Mathilde. "Je ne supporterai 

p~s ••• cette curiosit6 ••• je ne suis pas rentr' pour la satisfaire."(B19S). 

Clement's presence in L'Emissaire underlines two important points. 

First of all, war is not waged between impersonal forces: it brings in 

its wake innumerable personal t~agedies which will never be erased nor 

forgotten by those directly concerned by them, and which can never be 

justified on a political level because of the incommensurability of 

persons and causes. Secondly, the individual's sense of identity points 

to a deeper and richer level of reality or being than that of the purely 

objective or problematical. Our attention is drawn, in the first instance, 
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to the inadequacy of Bertrand's unyielding political stand and, in the 

second, to Mathilde's lack of human understanding. Antoine's humility 

and compassion stand out in marked contrast to the respective attitudes 

of Bertrand and Nathilde. Unlike Bertrand, Antoine makes no attempt to 

justify the horrors of war; he finds comfort and hope not in a vague 

social and political ideal but in faith and, as a Christian, in the 

message of the Resurrection. Unlike Mathilde, he deeply respects 

C16ment and the suffering he has endured, and the fact that he asks if 

he can pray at Clement's bedside indicates his recognition of their 

spiritual brotherhood. Like'tkrr:er in Le Dard, Antoine reminds us that 

in an oppressed and divided world, authentic personal liberation and 

fulfilment can only be found through awareness of a higher order of 

reality in which we are called to participate and find ou~ true being. 

Sylvie's reaction to Antoine's faith is particularly significant 

since she is the one character in the play who desperately yearns for 

security and a sense of belonging. She is very different from Anne

Marie, her sister and the wife of Bertrand, who is cynical and unsym

pathetic, and from her brother, R~gis, who believes that only by joining 

the Resistance will he free himself from the atmosphere of escapism and 

unreality which seems to surround his family. Sylvie's reply to R6gis 

on this particular point is highly significant. She accuses him of 

being misguided by a vague heroic ideal, and when R6gis asks her the kind 

of reality which she envisages, Sylvie answers: "Un monde o~ on puisse 

grandir, aimer, cr~er ••• !'(E179). Her attitude indicates a deep reverence 

for life and an implicit recognition of the need for greater love and 

understanding among all people. Like Christiane in Le Monde casse, 

Sylvie ardently aspires to a richer and more harmonious level of existence, 

yet deludes herself into thinking that this aspiration will for ever 

remain unfulfilled. 

C16ment's return from captivity is the test or "epreuve" which 

accentuates Sylvie's unease and eventually leads her to the point where 
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she must, like Christiane, resign herself to a life dominated by discord 

and conflict, or turn instead to a world which answers the individual's 

call for greater love and understanding. Sylvie is tormented by the 

change that has come over her father and by the possible meaning of his 

words "tu ne te doUtes donc pas ••• que tu parIes ~ un mort" (E198). The 

realisation of the extreme hardship and suffering endured by C16ment 

initially turns Sylvie against Antoine. On the one hand, she is made 

aware of a world of physical torture and brutality, while, on the other, 

she recalls Antoine's neutrality and his constant efforts to justify his 

pacifism. She suddenly feels that Antoine's stand is a form of escapism 

and a refusal to come to terms with reality. "Non, je vous ai 6coute 

trop longtemps," she tells him. "Toutes ces paroles, ces discussions, 

ces arguments ••• ces reponses plus on moins plausibles mais toujours 

" I suspectes ••• je suis excedee de tout cela; et c'est de tout cela que Ie 

retour de mon p~re m'a delivree." (£236). Sylvie has convinced herself 

that ClEiment's return must have some hidden meaning and interprets it 

as a denunciation of Antoine's pacifism. "Oui, il appartient dej~," 

she says of her father, "et a tout jamais a un monde qui vous condamne 

par sa seule existence, un monde qui ignore tous les compromis, et cette 

esp~ce d'acceptation dont vous vous pr~valez et qui n'est que l'esp~ce la 

plus hypocrite de la servilit~."(E238). When Antoine tries to defend 

himself against Sylvie's accus.ations, and admits, with great humility, 

that prayer alone had provided him with the strength and reassurance to 

live through the violent and bloody years of the war, Sylvie angrily 

rejects this recourse to faith. The horrible suffering to which her 

father bears witness seems to exclude the possibility of a transcendent 

reality and to indicate instead her mmprisonment in a world devoid of 

order and justice. "S'il y a un autre monde, je ne suis pas sare qu'il 

s' inqui~te encore de nous," she declares; "tout a terribl ement l' air de 

se passer comme s'il nous ignorait a. jamais." (E241). Sylvie does not, 

however, find any more cause for hope in Bertrand's political action: 



- 153 -

she is, in fact, beginning to feel totally deprived of any belief at 

all. "Je suis comme ~ z~ro," she observes to Nathilde. "Je ne me 

reconnais plus. Je ne sais plus o~ je suis, qui je suis, ••• et je 

me demande si les trois quarts des Fran~ais ne sont pas au m~me point 

que moi."(B245). Submerged by an acute sense of hopelessness, Sylvie 

no longer has the strenJth of revolt, but recognises that she is below 

the point where she can affirm or deny anything. "Nous sommes dans Ie 

pays du marne pas,"(258) she says to Antoine. 

Cle'ment's return and subsequent death seem, therefore, to have 

left Sylvie not only bitterly disillusioned, but without recourse against 

moments "ou une breche se fait par au l'horreur s'engouffre ••• "(241). 

The possibility of Sylvie being reconciled with Antoine and of finding 

meaning restored to her life through faith is at no time, however, 

totally excluded. First of all, Sylvie never categorically rejects a 

possible transcendent reality although she emotionally revolts against 

what she mistakenly believes to be Antoine's easy way out. When she has 

had time to reflect on her angry outburst, she recognises the unfairness 

of her accusations. She had refused to let Antoine pray at C16ment's 

bedside, but then admits: "J'ai probablement eu tort de mJy~opposer; je 

me Ie suis souvent reproch~ au cours de ces derniers mois." (E245). She 

also tells her mother that, although she had sometimes ttlOught of religion 

as an escape from reality, she finds it possible to believe in Antoine's 

faith sirrlply because he does not express his convictions with the 

"m~canique verbale" (E244) of a man who has never experienced doubt or 

uncertainty. Significantly, too, Sylvie recognises that in her need for 

guidance and assurance she has found a secret attraction to Christianity. 

"Comme si lorsque nousnous sommes fianc6s," she tells Antoine, "je n'avais 

pas eu l'espoir secret que vousme gagneriez ~ vos croyances ••• comme si 
a 

je n'avais pas toujours 6t' quelqu'un quilfroid ••• !'(E240). Finally, Sylvie's 

passionate desire to understand why her father returned so unexpectedly 

from captivity indicates her refusal to accept that life can be reduced 

to a series of chance, meaningless events and encounters. "No us n'avons 
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pas a consentir au hasard ••• au non-sens ••• ,'(8253) she says to Bertrand. 

Sylvie's spiritual awakening, like that of Christiane in Le Monde 

casse, may be an effective coup de th6~tre but is certainly not a.brupt 

and incoherent. Sylvie had implicitly recognised the va,lue of religion 

but had imagined that faith was a privileged possession of which she was 

fated to be deprived. Antoine, however, gently refutes such an idea: 

the world is not, he says, irrevocably divided between those with faith 

and those without it. A Christian does not stand apart and aloof from 

non-Christians, ranging himself among "nous autres catholiques ••• nous 

autres chretiens ••• "(E259), but shares in their trials and suffering. 

Moreover, his faith is not a triumphant blast of certitude and salvation, 

for Antoine, like Genevi~Ve in Le Honde cass~, emphasises his need for 

the support and affection of those closest to him: 

Antoine: Seulement, voyez-vous, Sylvie, je ne 
peux rien-tout seul ••• il faut que quelqu'un me fasse 
la charite ••• 

Sylvie: Quelle charita? 

Antoine: De ne pas desesp6rer de moi. (E259). 

Just as Christiane is moved by Genevi~ve's sense of weakness and 

insecurity, so Sylvie feels far closer to Antoine now that he has 

expressed his need for her help and understanding. She feels that 

Antoine's need is an appeal to which she is asked to respond: "Comme si 

cette esp~ce de vide qui s'est faite en vous ~tait devenue un ap~el et 

m'avait donn~ la possibilit' d'y r~pondre.1I (E259). For the first time, 

Sylvie glimpses the possibility of sharing in Antoims faith and of 

committing herself freely and in total confidence to God: but she is 

almost immediately assailed by uncertainty. DeSIJite recognising deep 

within her the need to believe,Sylvie also feels that she will never be 

able to free herself from doubt. Once again Antoine intervenes to guide 

and clarify Sylvie. No Christian can deny the uncertainty and ambiguity 

which form an inescapable part of man's terrestrial condition, but this 

fact should not be used to discount the spiritual world in which he 
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feels called to participate and of which he grows more assured as he 

commits himself with greater trust and confidence to it. "Seulement 

il n'y a pas que ces eaux inexplorables. II yale monde de la lumi~re; 

et l~ no us ne tirons plus, c'est no us qui sommes tir6s~" says Antoine. 

"Car ce monde est celui de la grace; et il devient de plus en plus 

direct, de plus en plus consistant l me sure que nous y croyons davantage ••• : 

(E267). Antoine insists that there can be no objective proof or certainty 

of such a world: the life of a believer is a journey towards Truth, the 

light of which he alternately glimpses and loses from sight. TIle spring-

board for Sylvie's spiritual awakening is provided by her recognition of 

Antoine's humility and profound trust, and by her own readiness to respond 

inwardly to the appeal which she believes has been made to her through 

Antoine's intervention. She listens with a deep sense of wonder and 

gratitude as, in the final scene, Antoine explains that those close to 

us whom we have seen die are never absent, but remain present with us 

until the supreme moment when we will be reconciled and reunited in 

eternal love: 

"II y a une chose que j'ai de'couverte apr~s la 
mort de mes parents, c'est que ce que no us appelons 
sur-vivre en v~rit~ c'est sous-vivre, et ceux que 
nous n'avons pas cesse d'aimer avec Ie meilleur de 
nous-memes voici qu'ils deviennent comme une voute 
palpitante, invisible, mais pressentie et m@me 
effleur6e, sous laquelle nous avan~ons toujours plus 
courb6s, plus arrach's a nous-memes, vers l'instant o~ 
tout sera englouti dans l'amour." (E269). 

As Sylvie and Antoine turn to each other and joyfully embrace, 

RogElr pensively observes: "Oui. S'U y a une v6ritt ••• '{E270), and the 

curtain falls to end the play. The final message is clear: in the face 

of the anguish and uncertainty which cannot but be felt in a politically 

divided, if not chaotic world, the individual must turn to God. 

Antoine's opposition to Bertrand mirrors the contrast between Werner 

and Eustache in Le Dard, and reminds us that it is people who matter 
".. 

most and not causes. L'Emissaire demonstrates very clearly Marcel's 

opposi tion to any form of c ommi tted theatre which gloriiks one particular 
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ideological standpoint. His horror of fanaticism and sectarianism, of 

which Le Dard had been the first clear example, is reaffirmed in 

,-
L 'hmissaire, this time with regard to a specific historical and political 

situation, namely that of France during the Second World 'far. The play 

is an appeal to those whose judgement is not blinded by passion and 

abstractions, to those who, says Harcel, "supportent de regarder en fa.ce 

une realite historique infiniment complexe et douloureuse - et qui ne se 

4 
laisse pas simplifier cornrne certains I' ont cru". But it must also be 

remembered that, even in a politically stable and ordered world, there 

will still be an acute need for faith for without a deeper understanding 

of suffering and death, love and fidelity, the individual's revereLce 

for life and respect for his fellow men is seriously undermined. 

With Le Signe de la Croi'? ~1arcel treats a social and political 

subject of no less controversial and delicate a nature than tha.t of 

L'Emissaire - namely the Jewish question. Once again his play is a pro-

test against fanaticism and an appeal to greater humility and tolerance 

among all men. Just as Werner, in Le Dard, and Antoine, in L'Emissaire, 

had refused to adopt an uncompromising political stand, so Simon 

Bernauer, the central character in Le Signe de la Croix, finds himself 

opposed to the fanatical allegiance to Jewish traditions of his wife, 

Pauline, although he too is Jewish. He tells tante L~na, who was at 

that time living with Simon and his family having been forced to leave 

Austria after the overthrow of the government in 1938, that his wife is 

"une passionn~ell (SC468). 

4. postface, Vers un autre royaume, p.233. 

5:. All textual references are taken from Cing pi~ces rna.; eures , 
Paris, PIon, 1973, pp.455-551, and will be incorporated in the 
thesis in the following abbreviated form: (SC •• ). Eg. (SC451)= 
Le Signe de la Croix in Cing pi~ces majeures, p.451. 
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Pauline considers herself not French but Jewish, and she believes that 

her race forms an intellectual 61ite. She has particular admiration 

for her brother, L~on, who is a hospital doctor, but, as Simon ironi-

cally remarks: "Dans la famille de rna femme tout Ie monde est 

remarquable." (SC468). Pauline is outraged when she learns that neither 

L~on nor his friend Achille will be allowed to sit a competitive medical 

examination because they are of Jewish origin. She angrily denounces 

the wave of anti-Semitic feeling which seems to be spreading through 

France in 1938, and when Leon is offered a post in America she sees this 

as an admirable opportunity for him to pursue his career elsewhere. She 

feels no sense of allegiance whatever to France. "Si la France nous 

rejette, ce n'est plus notre patrie," (SC495) she says to Simon. Pauline 

lives in a world where her sole preoccupation seems to be the success and 

reputation of the family, and where progress is evaluated in terms of 

exams passed and prizes won". "Je vois que vous vivez beaucoup duns les 

examens, dans les concours," observes tante Lena, to which l)auline 

replies: "C'est si important. Hais je vous assure que l'hygi~ne est elle 

aussi au premier plan de nos pr6occupations." (SC461). 

Pauline is particularly opposed to anything which tends to reduce 

or weaken the strong ties between Jews, such as mixed marriages or 

conversion to another faith. Thus, when she is told that one of her sons, 

Jean-Paul, has decided to adopt the Protestant faith, Pauline categori-

cally declares: "Je ne sais qu'une chose: a l'heure o~ nous SOlllmes, un 

Juif qui se convertit passe a l'ennemi."(SC503). Pauline is blinded by 

abstractions and categories, but her attitude is no less sinister than 

that of her sister-in-law, Odette, who is completely in favour of the 

spread of anti-Semitism and who proudly declares that she has not "une 

goutte de sang juif dans les veines" (SC476). 
, . 

Antoine had once declared in L'Emissaire that the words a Christian 

should never utter were "nous autres chr~tiens" (E259), and Simon 

experiences the same aversion to the words "nous autres jUifs"(SC470). 
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He resents the strong ties between Jews because they create a separate 

community of people who refuse to become integrated with the society 

to which they belong. ~loreover, it is this desire to remain distinct 

and separate which, in Simon's view, is the main cause of anti-Semitic 

feeling: "C'est precisement parce que vous vous obstinez ~ vous 

soutenir, a vous ~pauler sans cesse les uns les autres, que vous donnez 

barre sur vous avos adversaires et que vous armez vous-l\I~mes ceux que 

vous appelez pers6cuteurs,"(SC496). He therefore believes that it is the 

Jews who are responsible for the oppression from which they suffer 

because they expect to be treated like everyone else while at the same 

time affirming their own special privileges and superiority. "Noi je ne 

fais pas partie de cette tribu," (SC492) Simon tells Jean-l)aul. 

The situation in which Simon finds himself seems to be clear and 

unambiguous, and the attitude he has adopted totally justified. Simon's 

attitude to the Jewish people is changed and modified, however, by the 

outbreak of war and the occupation of France, for the anti-Semitism 

which he had witnessed previously is transformed into a fanatical and 

tyrannical oppression of the whole Jewish race. Simon finds his sense 

of solidarity with the Jews increased by the atrocities committed against 

them during ~he war, while at the same time he answers the call to offer 

his life in an act of expiation for his own lack of understanding and as 

a testimony to those who have been unjustly persecuted. As a Jew he 

finds a new sense of allegiance through persecution, and, as a Christian, 

he discovers the hope of ultimate forgiveness and reconciliation throu~h 

faith. 

Like Werner in Le Dard, Simon has a very deep love of music. 

Speaking of his experience of musical impr?visation, Simon tells tante 

Lena: "Pour moi c'est une fa~on de respirer."(SC472). It is almost 

certain that improvisation offers to Simon the same experience of liber

ation which Werner feels when, as a pure medium, he interprets the songs 

of the composers he most admires. Another indication of Simon's basic 
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"disponibilit~1I is to be found in the deep attachment he continues to 

feel towards his brother who had been killed in the First World War. 

Simon is convinced that his brother's death was not an absurd and 

meaningless accident, but an event of deep significa.nce, but, unlike 

" Antoine in L'Emissaire, this conviction has not yet cristallised into 

faith. Although Simon seems to appreciate Jean-Paul's wish to be con-

verted to Protestantism, he himself feels unable to embrace any 

particular religious belief. "Pour moi, vois-tu, II he says to Jean-Paul, 

"il Y a d~j~ assez d'.insoluble dans cette vie, sur cette terre ••• !' (SC493). 

His words betray the painful nostalgia of a man who refuses to accept 

that suffering and conflict will be the last judgement on our life, but 

who feels deprived of spiritual assurance and guidance. He later admits 

to Abbe Schweigsam the great sense of personal deprivation and confusion 

caused by his complete isolation from religious circles. "Mes parents, 

ma femme, moi, nous etions des gens completement detaches," he says. 

"Oht je Ie dis sans aucune fierte, bien au contraire, plutat avec 

confusion •••• " (SC532). 

The most important single incident which affects Simon's attitude 

to the Jewish people in France occurs during the Occupation with the 

death of his son David at the hands of the Germans. Simon learns that 

he had insisted on wearing the star of David at a concert in Paris, and 

had been immediately arrested. Although Simon is opposed to any 

ostentatious affirmation of Semitism and had previously condemned his 

son's rather pretentious academic airs, he is unable to restrain a feeling 

of pride and admiration for his action. "Ceth t4m6rit~, cette folie ••• 

Et pourtant, savez-vous, tante L6na," he says, "je suis fier de lui. 

Cet enfant qui a 6t6 a la mort parce qu' il ne reconnaisaait pas ~ des 

brutes Ie droit de Ie priver de musique •••• "(SC519). Pauline, who 

initially is told only of David's arrest and not of his death, finds her 

son's action totally absurd. "Man Dieu, queUe imbeciUit6 ~" she 

exclaims, while Simon, grave and reflective, retorts: "Non, Pauline, 

j e ne trouve pas cela imb6cile." (SC527). 
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The imminence of further persecution and suffering convinces 

Simon of two things. First of all, he can no longer turn his back on 

the possible opportunity of ensuring his family's safety when their 

very lives are in danger, even if this means their leaving Fr~nce 

altogether. And secondly, to consider oneself outside the Jewish 

community suddenly appears to Simon, in the situation in which he finds 

himself, to be an act of betrayal. Tante L~na has already experienced 

the same feeling of fraternity and solidarity with her people in 11e 

face of persecution and suffering. She tells Abbe Schweigsam that she 

had at one time thought deeply about embracing the Christian faith. "Hais 

a pr~sent," she adds, Itapr~s ces pers~cutions, il me semblerait que je 

trahis. It (SC512}. Without in any way condoning the fanatical sense of 

allegiance of his wife Pauline, Simon feels, like his aunt, that it is 

impossible for him not to share in the trials clnd misfortunes which the 

Jewish people must now face. "D~s Ie moment o~ un Juif de Galicie qu'en 

temps ordinaire j'aurais ~vit~,1t says Simon to the Abb~, " - peut-~tre 

pas m~pris~, mais ~vit~ •••• Du moment qu'il vit dans ce pays et qu'il 

est pers6cut~, je n'ai plus Ie droit de me d~tourner de lui, il a re~u 

comme un sacrement, et je dois Ie partager comme on partnge Ie pain 

b~nit •••• "(SC532-3). It is this profound feeling of solidarity which 

leads Simon to decide that, although he must try to ensure the safety 

of his family, he himself is called upon to stay in France and share the 

destiny of other Jewish people. ItCe qu'il y a de plus ~trange clest 

• 1\ 
que je ne comprends pas mOl-meme ce que je vous dis," he tells the 

Abb~, Itpourtant je sais qu'il en est ainsLIt(SC533}. Simon experiences 

a need for commitment to a certain belief which is as mysterious and as 

absolute as the artist's sense of vocation or the convert's experience 

of faith. His commitment is, in fact, a deeply religious and Christian 

act, although he is initially unaware of this, while his spiritual 

awakening has been gradually prepared within him by his close attachment 

to his aunt, and cristallised by the realisation of his debt towards 

his son David. 
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Tante L~na has been living in exile since 1938 with Simon and 

his family. She is an elderly woman of great simplicity and humility. 

She shares with Simon a profound love of music, and their mutual 

admiration soon grows into a strong, deep affection for each other. 

Tante L6na's presence radiates warmth and generosity. "II suf1'it de voir 

votre tante pour savoir que c'est une personne d'une tres haute qualit~ 

spirituelle,"(SC530) observes Abbe Schweigsam to Simon. Noreover, 

since David and Jean-Paul have been left in l'aris while the rest of 

the family has come to live in the unoccupied zone, Simon has experienced 

a sense of deprivation and exile which, without tante L6na's presence, 

would have been intolerable. Tante L~na realises, however, thut Simon 

and his family must soon leave France: but because of her age and the 

fact that she has not been naturalised, she knows that she will not be 

able to accompany them. She hopes to find refuge in one of the centres 

which have been set aside for Jewish people. When Simon learns of his 

aunt's plans, he is alarmed at the thought of being separated from her, 

whereas tante L~na calmly accepts her situation and prepares herself 

for all the horrible uncertainties of the future. "Dans ce monde-ci 

on ne peut en v6rit~ que subir," she says to Simon, "meme lorsqu'on 

proteste ••• et je crois quton garde plus de force si on s'epargne la 

peine ou Ie plaisir de protester. On conserve sa force pour quelque 

chose de meilleur qui se passe a ltint'rieur de soi-m~me."(SC515). The 

example which tante L~na keeps before her - an example of courage, 

humility and faith in the face of hardship and oppression - is that of 

Gan~ of a man whose life was offered in the service of his people, 

and in whose words and deeds burnt "la flamme de 10, saintet' v~ritable." 

I' 6 (SC516). In hi:; preface to Nadeleine Deguy's play Les Condamnes, Harcel 

observes that the courage and selflessness of many French people during 

the Second World War was a sign of inspiration and grace which can only 

6. Paris, PIon, 1945. Marcel's preface is entitled "La Parole est 
aux Saints". 
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be understood in spiritual terms. Tante L6na is like many of these 

martyrs who do not explicitly recognise or uphold any particular faith, 

but whose actions bespeak a deeply religious sense of duty and commit

ment. Tante Lena is dominated by a feeling of compassion li.nd love for 

those around her, and by a certain detachment from the present because 

she feels close to death and to another world. From her own experiences 

she has learnt that, for those "qui sont encore en proie l l'existence" 

(SC519), it is not always easy to be generous and charitable towards 

others: but the imminence of death has liberated her from all shallow 

and selfish preoccupations. 

Simon's decision to remain in France with his aunt, indicates the 

very deep sense of duty and obligation which has been growing with ever

increasing intensity and force within him. Despite the shock caused by 

the news of D~vid's death, Simon experiences neither ~esignation nor 

despair because the example of tante L6na has convinced him that even 

such a seemingly cruel and painful loss may be of deep significance for 

him. "N'ai-je pas Ie droit de penser que ces 6v6nements ont un sens et 

qu'il m'appartient de Ie d6couvrir? que tante L6na m'a 6t' donn~e pour 

6clairer ma route?" he asks. "Pourquoi certains ~tres ne seraient-ils 

pas plac6s sur notre chemin comme des lumi~res?" (SC53J). The presence 

of tante L6na who is close to death and of Duvid who has passed beyond 

death is the source of Simon's ultiulate "prise de conscience". He feels 

called upon to offer his life not only so that he can share in the 

persecution and suffering of his fellow Jews, but also because he feels 

the need to atone for the injustice and intolerance he had once shown 

towards his son. "Voyez-vous je me sens comme en faute envers lui, j'ai 

Ie sentiment que je l'ai abandonn6," he confides to his aunt and to the 

Abb6. "Quand il 6tait de ce monde, je me suis laiss6 agacer par lui, et 

~ partir du moment o~ on ne peut plus r6parer hwnainement, il faut 

expier."(SC5J5-6). 

Moreover, Simon's refusal to accompany his wife and family is made 

even more definite in that the man who is ensuring their escape is an 
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unscrupulous Collaborator, and for Simon to benefit personally from his 

help would be an act of outrage to the memory of his de~d son. Unlike 

/ 
Roland de Cramoy in L'Emissaire, Rlveillac has no sense of integrity or 

honour: he is the kind of person for whom living necessitates calculation 

and adaptation, and for whom death is something which, although un-

pleasant, can soon be forgotten. Simon, however, will never be able to 

forget or dismiss what has happened to 1 is son. "On n'~pongera pas la 

mort de David,"(SC536) he tells the Abb6, affirming his belief in the 

value of expiation and repentance. But, paradoxically, the only way 

that Simon can uphold these essentially Christian values is by sharing 

in the suffering "des plus juifs parmi les Juifs, de ceux qu'on a livr6s 

sans piti6 !l l'horreur" (SC536) and by thus identifying totally with his 

fellow Jews. Tante L{na is overcome with emotion at Simon's declarations, 

while Simon observes that even if his convictions remain foreign to her, 

even if she does not perceive the light which has suddenly transformed 

his existence, it is nonetheless she who has helped him to find his 

true self. "Et cependant, tante L6na," he says, "cette lumi~re c'est en 

VOllS et autour de vous qu'elle n'a cess6 de briller depuis que nous nous 

sommes rencontr6s."(SC537). 

The first two acts of Le Signe de la Croix which take place in 1938 

introduce us to the conflict between Simon and Pauline, alert us to the 

deep affection between Simon and tante L6na and describe the events 

leading up to L60n's departure for America. The third act takes place 

in a small town in the unoccupied zone of France in 1942 and shows 

Simon's change in attitude and spiritual awakeniog. He and tante L6na 

will remain in France while the rest of Simon's family will rejoin L60n 

in America. The play was originally published in this form together 

". . with L'Eml.ssal.re in 1949,
7 

but four years later Narcel added an epilogue 

prior to the play's performance in Nantes in 1954 by a small amateur 

company. Far from considering the epilogue as a mere afterthought or 

7 In_Vers un autre royaume • . 
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appendix, Harcel writes that he sees it as "la conclusion indispensable 

1 ·\ de a pl.ece; c'est par lui qu'elle prend tout son sens".(SC551). The 

events described in the epilogue take place in 1948. Both Simon and 

tante L6na have died in a concentration camp while 160n, Pauline, her 

three children and Flora, Simon's sister, have returned from America to 

the house they had all originally occupied in 1938 before the outbreak 

of war. Shortly afterwards, Jean-Paul had met, seemingly by pure chance, 

the Abb~ Schweigsam at an exhibition. In fact, Jean-Paul had written 

several letters to him while in America and, shortly before their 

encounter, a clear picture of the Abb6 had formed in his mind during a 

moment of prayer and reflection. What for other people mo,y seem to be a 

pure coincidence is, for Jean-Paul, confirmation of God's presence. 

Jean-Paul's deep religious beliefs contrast sharply with Pauline's 

uncompromising practicality and L60n's rigidly scientific attitude to 

life. The difference in outlook between, on the one he,nd, Jea.n-Paul 

and, on the other hand, his mother and uncle is made apparent by the 

sense of duty and obligation - or the lack of it - which they feel on 

their return to Garches, especially now that Simon is no longer living. 

Jean-Paul believes that they should ask themselves what Simon would 

have advised them to do were he still alive, whereas L60n believes that 

such a question no longer has any meaning. Por Jean-l'aul nnd for }'lora, 

Simon is still present; for L60n and Pauline, Simon has ceased to exist, 

and to take his wishes into account would be an absurd and unnecessarily 

sentimental return into the past. L60n admits that Simon would pro-

bably have wanted Pauline and the children to remain in France. "Nais 

a parler franc, je ne crois pas que ceci puisse atre pris en consid6r-

ation," he tells Pauline. "Simon n'est plus. Le monde qu'il a connu 

est disparu. II serait irrationnel de tenir compte des id6es qui ont 

pu ~tre les siennes."(SC543). Jean-Paul forcefully rejects 160n's 

affirmations; he sees the latter's cold logic as the triumph of a 

barren, inhuman world where love and hope no longer have any meaning. 
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"Penser ainsi," he says, "c'est faire mourir papa une seconde fois." 

(SC543). It is this radical difference in outlook which determines 

their differing reaction to the news brought by Abb6 Schweigsam. The 

Abb~ is accompanied by L6on's former wife, Odette, who, even before 

her husband's departure for America, had decided to divorce him and 

marry Xavier R6veillac. R6veillac has since been tried and executed 

for treason, but the Abb6 had spent several hours alone with him in 

the days preceding his execution. R~veillac had found the courage and 

humility to recognise his errors and to pardon those political 

adversaries who had taken it upon themselves to sentence him to death. 

On the threshold of death, he had been moved by the spirit of forgiveness 

and love. Without in any way condoning Reveillac's actions during the 

Occupation, the Abbe asks that his last wishes be remembered and that 

all the conflict and suffering of the past be transcended by faith in 

the ultimate reconciliation of all men. Significantly, however, both 

Pauline and L~on, dominated by passions and abstractions, are unmoved 

by the Abb~'s appeal: 

Pauline: Je n'ai pour cet homme que mepris et degoGt. 
(Geste de l'Abbe.) 

L6on: Je ne prendrai paS ces mots ~ mon compte. Mais 
il me-r;;te parfaitement etranger. C'est un homme d'une 
autre plan~te. 

Abbe Schweigsam, avec force: C'etait un homme comme 
vous. Un homme de cette terre. 11 'tait votre prochain. 

L6on: Que voulez-vous, je n'en ai pas Ie sentiment. -
Abb6 Schweigsam: Parce que vous laissez des mots 

abstraits s'interposer entre vous et cet honune, qui, a 
~6cu, qui a aim6 et souffert comme vous. Vous vous dites: 
c'etait un fasciste. (SC546-7). 

But the most important news brought by the Abb6 concerns Simon. 

He has received a letter from one of the survivors of the concentration 

camp where Simon and tante Lena had been imprisoned. Tante Lena had 

been put to death soon after her arrival, but she had continued to be 

fully present in Simon's thoughts and a constant source of inspiration, 

with the result that he in turn had given hope and courage to his fellow 
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prisoners. The situation recalls that of Le Dard where Werner, 

inspired by the presence of Rudolf, decides to return to Germany and 

to almost certain imprisonment in order to serve those in greatest 

destitution and need. The case of Werner is, however, hypothetical since 

the play actually ends with his decision to leave l'aris. The original 

version of Le Signe de la Croix also leaves an element of uncertainty 

/ as to the future of Simon and tante Lena; but the epilogue provides 

a moving testimony to their courage and faith. Without invoking 

allegiance to any specific religious faith, Simon had found assurance 

and hope - as his aunt had done - in reading the psalms, while he had 

come to look on death not as an end, but as a moment of liberation and 

reconciliation. "J'ai la certitude que la mort ne termine rien," he 

had Said. "Ma tante est pr~s de moi, elle m'attend •••• "(SC549}. More 

significantly, he had, shortly before his death through exhaustion and 

ill health, confided in a Protestant minister, and his last though~were 

for Xavier R6veillac: "R~veillac,il faudra l'6pargner •••• Dites que je 

l'ai demand6 •••• Il a sauv6 les miens." (SC548). The reality of spiritual 

communion and grace is testified by a succession of apparent coincidences 

starting from Simon'S plea for pardon, leading to R(,veillac's own con

fession and ending with the Abb~'s discovery of these two significant 

(and, for him, inter-related) incidents, his encounter with Jean-Paul 

and his fervent hope that Pauline and L60n will now inturn be moved to 

pardon Odette despite her former hostility to the family and her 

infidelity to L60n. The message wilich the Abb6 brings is one of recon-

ciliation through faith and love: the true spirit of justice and truth 

is that which transcends all temporal conflict and human judgement: 

"Le nom de N.Bernauer figurera en lettres d'or sur un monument - au 

lieu que celui de Xavier R6veillac, apr~s avoir 6t6 honni, sera finale

ment oUbli6. Humainement ce contraste est peut-~tre justifi6. Mais nous 

sommes l~, ce jeune gar90n (Jean-Paul) et moi, pour rappeler aux horrunes 

que cette v~rit~ humaine est tout ~ fait relative, que l'injustice est 

partout parce que Ie p6ch~ est partout, et que Dieu se moque des juges 
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patent~s et dessentences officielles. Hais si Ie p6'ch6 est partout, la 

Grice elle aussi surabonde: la Grace de Dieu •••• "(SC549). 

Odette has returned to the house she once lived in when she hlld 

been married to 16on. She is now a widow, overcome with grief at 

R~veillac's trial and execution, and feeling hopelessly abandoned and 

alone. Her situation is not one to be judged, but one to be shared with 

compassion and understanding. The Abb6 and Jean-Puul are both capable 

of this, but Pauline and L6on, deprived of any underlyinG generosity 

or "disponibilit6", remain dominated by egoism and passion: 

Jean-Paul, avec ~motion: Tante Odette, moi en tous 
les cas, je ne t'abandonmerai pas. 

Pauline: Viens, L6on, je ne peux en entendre davantage. 
(Elle sort.) 

~; ~ Odette, avec g~ne: Si tu as besoin d'une aide 
mat~rielle, il va de soi •••• (SC550). 

Pauline and L60n leave the room, and Jean-i'aul, Flora, Odette and 

the Abb6 are left alone together. Jean-Paul picks up a record - a 

choral of Bach of which Simon was particularly fond - and places it on 

the record player. The play ends with all four characters silent and 

pensive, lost in their thoughts and prayers, as the music begins to play, 

vividly evoking Simon's presence. 
,/ 

In both L'Emissaire and Le Signe de In. Croix, the protagonists are 

confro;1ted by an extremely complex social and political situation which 

arouses highly impassioned reactions. Antoine and Simon are both aware 

of the destructiveness of fanaticism and realise, too, thut the conflict 

and suffering which they ha.ve witnessed can,iot be resolved on an ideo-

logical level. The lliost imJ..!ortant question for them, therefore, is, as 

Marcel observes, "de savoir comment on peut se d6gager de cet inextricabletl~ 

The answer, he adds, is clear in both plays: "On ne Ie peut ni par Ie 

raisonnement ni par Ie sentiment r6duit d lui-m~me, la foi est n6cessaire, 

8. postface, Vers un autre royaume, p.235. 
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pour aut ant qu'elle se suspend a une transcendance que nous affirmons 

mais dont nous avons a t'moigner."9 The gradually deepening realisation 

of the need for faith, culminating in the spiritual awakening of Sylvie 

and Simon, and the reassuring testimony of Antoine, Simon and tunte L6na 

I 
form the basis of the dramatic movement and tone of L'Emissaire and 

Le Signe de la Croix. The need for faith is not, however, universally 

recognised. There is no change or modification in the uncompromising 

and intolerant attitude of people like Bertrand and Anne-Harie, or of 

Pauline and L6on. It is here that the absence of grace is keenly felt. 

When, for example, Simon angrily denounces Pauline's indifference to 

the shame and degradation experienced by the French during the Occupation, 

tante L6na observes: "Mon pauvre Simon, ce sont de beaux et Iaobles 

sentiments que vous 6prouvez l~; c'est une sorte de luxe qui vous a 

tt~ accord~ ••• quelque chose COlmne la beaut~ d'un regard, d'une voix. Ce 

luxe a 6t~ refus' a Pauline. 1I (SC514). This luxury or privilege is a 

mark of grace which is mysteriously accorded to the individual {LIld for 

which he should feel a very deep sense of gratitude: but for the 

individual deprived of grace, there should be understanding not con-

demnation, compassion and not judgement. 

" The composition of both L'Emissaire and La Signe de la Croix is 

also extremely significant for here Ha.rcel found himself confronted by a 

subject whose ultimate explanation or conclusion was not at first entirely 

clear to him. In both plays he started from a specific situation or idea; 

in L'Emissaire it was the unexpected return of Cl6ment, in Le Signe de 

la Croix the Jewish question. The first act of Le Signe de 10. Croix 

was, in fact, written as early as 1938 at a time when the whole question 

of anti-Semitism was particularly acute. Although the subject as it 

then imposed itself on Marcel is clearly set out in the respective atti-

tudes of Pauline and Simon, he did not have a clear idea of how it was 

to be developed. He wrote the second act in 1942, when the outbreak of 

war and the occupation of France had already greatl~r complicated and 

9. postface, Vers un autre royaume, p.235. 
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altered the nature of the questions raised by anti-Semitism. Already 

}larcel had begun to sense the inadequacy of Simon's initial attitude, 

but the play remained uncompleted. It was not until 1948 that the 

d6nouement suddenly became clear to him. In this final act, ~larcel 

describes the effect of the news of David's death on Simon and Simon's 

growing awareness of his need to declare his solidarity with other 

persecuted Jews. "Ce qui s' est im~os6 l moi au cours de ces terribles 

ann6es," writes Harcel, "et ce que je n'avais pas encore aperlu distinct

ement en 1938, c'est que la pers6cution transforme tous les rapports, 

qu'elle cr6e un lien, et qu'en refusant de reconnatire ce lien on risque 

de glisser vers la trahison.,,10 Moreover, several years later Harcel 

felt called upon to add an epilogue with the result that almost fifteen 

years separate the first draft of the play from its definitive version. 

Nowhere, it seems, in the whole of Marcel's theatre is there a more 

striking example of the author's creativity, of his receptiveness or 

submissiveness to the subject and characters originally conceived. He 

did not set out to prove a certain thesis by the manipulation of certain 

preconceived ideas, but remained open to the possible solution or change 

in the subject brought about by outside events. Despite the long pause 

in writing between the second and third acts, Harcel did not feel that 

the play had proved a sterile and abortive adventure; he chose to wait 

rather than abandon the subject or hastily improvise a conclusion. The 

sudden "61an irr6sistible"11 with which he wrote the third and decisive 

act of Le Signe de la Croix is a very clear example of the mysterious 

role played by inspiration in an authentically creative work of art. 

L'Emissaire was begun much later than La Signe de In Croix in 1945. 

The original "donn6e" around which the play was constructed was the 

situation created by C16ment's sudden return from a concentration camp. 

The mystery surrounding CI€ment's return and the stranre silence which he 

maintained even in the presence of those closest to him were essential 

10. postface, Vers un autre royaume, pp.231-2. 

1 En chemin, vers guel 6veil?, p.235. 1 • -
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to the subject and atmosphere of the play, but when the first two acts 

were completed Marcel felt and sensed rather than understood the 

behaviour of C16ment. "C'est seulement plus tard," he writes, "en 

automne 1948 lorsque j'6crivis la derni~re partie de la pi~ce, que je 

d~couvtis les conditions tr6s particuli~res dans lesqueUes Cl6ment Ferrier 

avait 6t~ lib6r~ par les Allemands, et que je sus ~ quoi il fallait 

attribuer Ie silence 6trange qu'il opposait aux questions dont l'assi~gcaient 

les sienso" 12 The situation differs here from thflt created by the com-

position of Le Signe de la Croix since, in the case of the latter, the 

subject was modified by concrete historical details whereas outside events 

played no part whatever in Marcel's sudden insight into the conduct of 

Cl6ment. But both L'Emissaire and Le Signe de la Croix - and, in 

particular, the last act of each play - throw light on the extraordinary 

creative process by which the author ceases to play the role of a 

producer or fabricator to become instead a pure medium. 

Rome n'est plus dans Rome,13 conceived, written and performed in 

1951, first in Paris and then throughout France and Belgium, is, more 

than any other play written by Marcel, a "pi~ce d'actualit~". Whereas 

an audience today could readily understand and accept the basic premise 

;' 

of plays like L'Emissaire and Le Signe de la Croix in that war, suffering 

and racial oppression are not limited to the events of the Second World 

War but are constants throughout history, the situation evoked in 

Rome n'est plus dans Rome may seem today rather remote and scarcely 

credible. Marcel depicts the state of panic and fear to which the 

uncertain political future of France gave rise during the early 1950's, 

12. Le secret est dans les tIes, p.19. 

All textual references are taken from Rome n'est plus dans Rome 
Paris, La Table ronde, 1951, and will be incorporated in the th~sis 
in the following abbreviated form: (RR •• ). Eg. (H.l{20)· = ROTTle n' est 
Elus. dans Rome, p.20. - . -. 
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and raises the question of the course of action which the individual 

should take faced with the imminent seizure of power by the Communists 

and the invasion of Soviet troops. In France today the Communist l'arty, 

although well supported by the working-classes, has very little chance 

of overall political control, while the possibility of a Soviet invasion 

of any Western European country, although feasible,doesnot justify any 

great anxiety or panic. Such fears were not, however, out of place in 

the immediate post-war years in France, at a time when the Comlllunists 

had suddenly emerged as a new, widely supported political force, and when 

the Cold 'far was beginning to hang threateningly over 1!;urope. Narcel 

did not deny that he was concerned very much with the present, fully 

realising that the play could scarcely have the same immediacy and 

resonance twenty years later. "J'ai travaill~ dans Ie concret," he 

declared. "Nous sonunes au plein de la vie pr6sente a chaque phrase de 

. , 
rna p~ece. Les 6v6nements que j'y fais succ~der pourraient arriver ~ 

chacun de nous, aujourd'hui, demain.,,14 In Rome nlest plus dnns Home 

}larcel boldly affronts the most pressing social and political issues 

of the ti;lle and his play is, in this respect, totally "engag~." He 

evokes a world of political agitation, fear and unrest, and presents 

a vivid picture of moral unease and disarray, thus emphasising for the 

French audiences in 1951 the very great responsibilities with which they 

were then faced. "Les personnages ••• sont en proie aux probl~mes g~n~rau.x 

traduits en inexorable aventure };Jersonnelle," comments Harce!. "Nul 

ne peut se soustraire d~sormais aux contrecoups, dans les foyers, de 

l"tat du globe. J'ai voulu que chacun des auditeurs, des spectateurs, 

I .,15 
se sentisse concerne. 

The uncertain political future of France during the 1950's was not 

in itself the sole source of inspiration of the play, the title of which 

is taken froin a line in one of Corneille I s lesser Imown works. 16 

14. 

15. 

16. 

Ce Matin, 18.4.1951. 

Ibid. -Sertorius, Act 3, scene 1, line 936. 
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The particular circumstances concerning the central charucter of 

Rome n'est plus dans Rome, Pascal Laumi~re, were suggested to Harcel by 

two incidents. The first of these was the receipt of an anonymous letter 

in 1950, reading: "Les Husses arrivent, vous ~tes sur les listes, prenez 

"ti. ,,17 vos precau ons. Pascal .. , a university lecturer, finds himself in a 

similarly disconcerting position in the play since he has received an 

anonymous and threatening letter after writing a series of articles in 11 

right-wing paper against the purge. He is eventually prevailed upon by 

his wife, Ren6e, to leave Paris to take up a lecturing post in a South 

American university, and the circumstances of Pascal's emigration 

immediately call to mind the second incident which influenced ~larcel, 

". 

namely the action taken by Etienne Gilson at this time in leaving Frl1nce 

and settling, albem temporarily, in Canada. It would, however, be totally 

misleading to compare Pascal Laumiere with Etienne Gilson although there 

are certain obvious similarities: what Gilson's decision did suggest to 

Harcel was a possible dramatic situation and no more. 

The first three acts of Rome n'est plus dans Rome take place in 

Paris at the home of Pascal and cover a period of three days. An atmos-

phere of social unease and unrest, together with a cert(dn underlying 

cynicism are made apparent to the spectator in the opening scene of the 

play. A German acquaintance of Pascal, Ulrich Steinbock, is already 

planning to leave France and is counting on Pascal· to help him find a 

temporary appointment in Morocco. Steinbock's concern for his own 

personal safety and security implies total indifference to others as 

well as a cynical rejection of any moral obligations. His reaction is, 

however, mitigated to a certain extent in that he is an exile living 

in a foreign country; but the situation is clearly very different in the 

case of someone like Ren6e who is French and who has lived all her life 

in France. Nonetheless, she totally approves of Steinbock's attitude and 

17. An account of this incident and of Marcel's reaction to it is given 
in En chemin, vers quel eveil?, p.237. 
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comments: "II est 6l6mentaire de prendre ses pr'cautions ~ temps si on 

en a la possibilite'. Vous avez joliment raison, Monsieur." (1LH.6). In 

fact, we learn that Ren6e has already taken the necessary precautions 

to ensure the safety of herself and her family by writing to friends in 

Brazil to see if they can arrange for Pascal to take up a teaching post 

in the newly established university of San Felipe. She justifies her 

action, which she has undertaken without the knowledge of Pnscal, by 

saying to her half-sister, Esther, that she can no longer stand the 

atmosphere of uncertainty and unrest in which the country has been living 

for months on end. Faced with Esther's surprise and evident disapproval, 

Ren~e spitefully reminds her about the consequences of any action 

involving a sense of duty or self-sacrifice. Esther and her husband, 

Emmanuel, had been living in Algiers during the Occupation, but Emmanuel, 

had been captured and deported after undertaking a dangerous mission for 

the Resistance. Ren6e sees no justification or honour in such an action: 

"C'est une esp~ce de maladiet Une psychose. II faudra que j'en 

parle au professeur Tiercelier. C'est un as. La psychanalyse doit avoir 

son mot ~ dire aussi sur ces d6traquements-Ia ••• Eh bien~ il ne te suffit 

pas d'avoir eu un marl mort en d{portation. Hort pour rien, je dis pour 

rien ••• It (Rlt14). 

In Ren6e's eyes no cause is so important that it justifies an act 

which endangers one's life, so that any form of self-sacrifice is, for 

her, not a sign of strength, courage or heroism, but a mental weakness 

or aberration. Ren6e'sattitude is not dissimilar to that of Pauline 

in Le Signe de la Croix. Both characters see everything in terms of 

utility and self-interest; neither feels any moral degradation in fleeing 

at the first sign of conflict or persecution. "D'abord ~ qui est-ce que 

je me sacrifierais? ~ qui sommes-nous utiles ici?1t Ren6e angrily asks 

Pascal. " ••• A quai serviront les gens conune toi qUll.nd Paris sera ~cras~ 

SOllS les bombes au livr6 aux forcen6s de la banlieue rouge?"(RH,37). 

This cynicism and the collapse of certuin traditional moral beliefs 

or values which it implies, such as duty or honour, service or solidarity, 
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is immediately condemned by Pascal. When Ren6e tells him that Steinbock 

has made arrangements to leave for Horocco, Pascal, having alreudy learnt 

that two fellow lecturers are planning to emigrate, coldly observes: 

"Tout ga est bien 6coeurant." (RH.30). Asked to clarify this observution, 

Pascal merely adds: "Tout simplement parce que la frousse est en soi un 

sentiment ignoble."(Rl~30). He is even more angered when he learns that, 

unbeknown to himself, Ren~e has written to secure a post for him at San 

Felipe. Pascal does not deny that the thuught of torture or persecution 

at the hands of the Communists induces in him a certain anxiety or fear, 

but he refuses to allow this to mask what he considers to be an issue of 

honour and duty. "Je ne donnerai pas l'exemple de la lachet~; je ne 

contribuerai pas ~ proposer ~ qui que ce soit l'image d'une Fra.nce qui 

se renie ell9-m~me dans la panique et dans la honte ••• !' (Ri'37-8). 

At first sight, Pascal's angry outburst may seem to indicate a deep 

feeling of responsiLility and a clear sense of moral obligation, but in 

fact there has already been an indication of his basic unease lind 

uncertainty. In a previous scene with :Esther, Pascal learns that Esther's 

son, Harc-Andr~, will be coming to see him for advice and re"l.ssurance. 

Pascal immediately tells Esther that he feels ill-suited to advise or 

reassure anybody at all since he himself does not feel capable of ordering 

and directing his own life. Esther, an outside observer, sees in l'ascal' s 

life order and conviction, but Pascal, , like Claude in Un Homme de Dieu, 

has realised that to accept and abide by certain traditional norms of 

behaviour and conduct may soon cease to be an active response to life and 

become instead a weak and passive form of conformity. He is not filled 

with either conviction or a sense of purpose, but experiences instead a 

feeling of aimlessness and of self-disgust: 

Esther: Votre vie est en ordre, Pascal; et, si elle 
l'est, c'est que vous n'avez pas cess~ de la vouloir. 

Pascal: II peut survenir un moment o~ cet ordre, parce 
qu'on ne Ie cr6e plus, on commence ~ Ie subir •••• La servitude 
peut prendre tant de for~ II en est de si d~centes, de si 
d6coratives •••• La v6rit~, rna pauvre Esther, clest que je su~ 
triste ~ mourir. J e ne m I aime pas, j e me d6plais •••• (ItR24). 
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Thus, eve~ though the first act ends with Pascal's defiant assertion 

that it is his duty to remain in France and fuce the threat of a Soviet 

invasion, it is clear that he is basically unsure of himself and of his 

values. This uncertainty and instability is made totully apparent in 

the course of Pascal's long conversation with his nepbew Narc-And1'6. 

The latter is himself acutely distressed and disorientRted. lIe lives 

in an era of social agitation in which, in the aftermath of war, 

suffering and death, traditional values and st,mdards seem to have lost 

all weight and authority. Unrest and contention have prepured the way 

for a new revolutionary age, but Communism does not offer any reul 

solution in Narc-Andr6's eyes to the unease he feels. In fact, his 

problems are deeply personal: he feels stifled and frustrated because 

he does not experience deep within himself any sense of vocation, and 

is acutely conscious of his mediocrity and total deprivation of any gifts 

or talents. "Si j'~tais poete ou musicien, je pense que je pourrais 

tout accepter," he says to Pascal. "Hais ces dons m'ont 6t~ refus~s, 

comme tous les autres."(RR41). Moreover, although Nurc-Andr6 hus not 

been deprived of love and affection in his home, he is an only child 

and ever since the death of his father he has found himself overwhelmed 

by the attentie:n and care of his mother: "Ah~ si j'avais eu d.es frhes 

et des soeurs~ }1ais sentir qu'on est tout pour un ~tre, c'est 

insoutenable, 9a emp~che d.'exister."(RrV46). There is, in the situation 

of Harc-Andr~, a distinct echo of Harcel's own childhood, in particular 

the cruel isolation which he felt at being an only child und his 

reaction to the over-assiduous attentions of his aunt-stepmother. Marc

Andr~ yearns for a feeling of belonging, a sense of absolute conviction 

and trust, and because of this deeply spiritual need he had been drawn 

towards the Christian faith. He had then, however, been cruelly dis

enchanted by the excessively liberal attitude of the local minister. 

A faith devoid of fervour and absoluteness, and which is not a conviction 

intensely lived and clung to despite the objections and protests of 
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reason has lost all value in Marc-Andr~'s eyes. Thus he was left 

totally discouraged and demoralised when, in the course of a conversation 

with the minister, the latter had openly declared that he did not believe 

literally in the Resurrection and that it could only be interpreted 

symbolically. 

Having explained to Pascal his problems and difficulties, Marc-Andr6 

declares that he is resolved to leave Prance and the atmosphere of unease 

and unrest in which he has been living to start a new life outside 

Europe. But, unlike Ren6e, his is not a selfish decision based on fear 

and a desire for comfort and security. The vagueness and uncertainty of 

Pascal's own convictions are exposed when he tries to justify his con

demnation of those who prefer to emigrate rather tha:l rernn,in in France. 

To remain implies the recognition of something which it is one's duty to 

try to defend and save from destruction: but if Pascal believes thn.t 

Western civilisation holds this esteem in the eyes of the young post

war generation, then he is soon disabused by ~larc-Andr6: 

"Non, je vous en supplie, ne venez pas me parler de la civilisation 

occidentale. Ou est-elle cette civilisation? qU'a-t-elle fait d'elle

m~me? quelle chance a-t-elle de survivre? et moi, qui nlen ai connu que 

la d6ch6ance et la d6composition, pourquoi faut-il que je sois un de ses 

martyrs? •• " (RR48). 

When Pascal feebly invokes "(son) honneur de Fran~ais"(~50), 

Marc-Andr6 points out the extreme ambiguity of such an attitude for him. 

"Oncle Pascal," he says, "avouez qu'au nom de llhonneur on a pr6tendu 

justifier pendant quatre ans des conduites oppos6es. II faut croire 

que ce n'est pas une id6e tr~s claire."(RR50). Narc-Andr6 belongs to a 

very different generation from that of Pascal. Spea.king to Pascal of 

his mother, Marc-Andr6 observes: "Elle vit avec papa, avec ceux qu'elle 

a perdus, avec vous, elle est au pass'. Bt moi, de toutes mes forces, 

je veux survivre ••• je veux survivre •••• "(Rli.54). Vague patriotic feeling 

is not likely to inspire confidence in Marc-Andr~; he finds it possible 

to appreciate a sense of duty inspired by religious faith, but Pascal 
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admits that he has never personally experienced any religious convictions. 

Marc-Andr6 reflects on the faith and courage of the father of one of his 

friends who, faced with the terror and uncertainty of the future, places 

his trust and confidence in God. "Je ne pr6surne aucunement de mes forces," 

he had declared. "Mais je crois en Dieu, je compte qu'il ne m'abandonn-

era pas, qu'il ml6pargnera la supr~me d6ch6ance, et qulou bien il me 

reprendra, ou bien il me donnera la force de supporter la torture." (11'.1"49). 

The encounter between Pascal and Narc-Andr6 emphasises clearly one 

important aspect of Pascal's genera.tion - its responsibility for the 

acute social and moral crisis apparent in Western Europe in 1950. Unlike 

his nephew, Pascal ha.d spent his early days in an age of relative peace 

and security which had made possible a vague belief in the value of the 

traditions and institutions of the time. But now that these traditions 

and institutions have been swept away, the individual can no longer 

remain a passive and contented onlooker. Pascal realises that, for the 

first time, he is asking himself questions which he had never before 

been forced to ask. "Tu comprends, Narc-Andr6," he says, "j'ai encore 

v6cu ~ une 6poque ou on n'6tait pas oblig6 de se poser ces questions-l~, 

"'t d / on eta1 enca re, port6 aussi." (RH45). Pascal now rel1lises the terrible 

consequences of failing to look critically at the society to which one 

belonged, and at the changes which were gradually taking place within 

't lIe openly acknowledges that it is he, together with those of his 1 • 

generation, "qui (ont) laiss6 a6'river ce monde vers l'horreur et vers 

la folie,"(RR40) and that, even if the future is not irrevocably com-

promised, the errors of the past remain inexcusable. Pascal's self

criticism implies a recognition of individual and collective responsi-

bility wmch is, in many ways, an echo of Sartre's political theory. 

This is particularly striking in Pascal's admission to ~;Rrc-Andr6 that 

"nous avons ~ reconnaltre que les fautes 6taient 6vitables; on avait Ie 

choix, on a pris Ie mauvais tournant •••• "(Rh40). Later he admits to 

Padre Ricardo that he has become increasingly aware of the importunce of 
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political commitment and that he bitterly regrets his own former 

indifference and short-sightedness in this respect. But l'ascal's 

responsibility is not only social and political, it is also moral in 

" as much as he feels called upon to answer M,uc-Andre I s despairing 

appeal for guidance. He sees his nephew as the representative of "la 

g6ne'ration la plus d6munie qui ai t encore paru sur la terre", (H.lt58) 

he is deeply aware of the inadequacy of his own beliefs and assertions, 

and believes that the conversation which they have had together is "une 

esp~ce de signe" (~Ji82) throwing light on his own uncertainty and heavy 

responsibilities. "II est A croire," he says later to Harc-Andr~, "si 

ces mots ont un sens - et je l'ignore que je suis comptable de ta vie, 

et que je ne peux pas prendre sur moi de t'exposer au d6sespoir et au 

suicide."(Rl~82). Human beings do not live in isolation but together, 

and faith and hope or nihilism and despair pass freely from one person 

or group to another. Pascal feels this responsibility while lLt the same 

time realising that only a deep, inner conviction implying absolute 

commitment and fidelity to a certain belief or reality can provide the 

basis for the kind of assurances which both he and Harc-Andr6 desperately 

need. Pascal anxiously questions his innermost thoughts and feelings 

without in any way clarifying the situation in which he finds himself. 

"T6n~bres ... C'est l'616ment dans lequel je m'enfonce,"(H.R82) he says. 

As in the case of Marc-Andr6 who admires the words and action of 

Horeuil's father but feels that such faith ha.s been denied. him, Pascal 

experiences his lack of faith as a form of deprivation and exile , and 

yearns for the sense of duty, fidelity and belonging of a Christian: 

"Hon enfant, jamais, je te Ie jure, mon manque de foi ne m'a 6t~ plus 

cruellement sensible, car si j'6tais reli6, reli~ au Christ, il me semble 

qu'une certaine lumi~re me serait accord6e, et je ne voie rien .... "(H.R84). 

In the three days which have passed from the beginning of the play 

to the end of the third act, we see Pascal fighting against growing 

uncertainty and self-doubt. He begins to wonder if it is not after all 
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his duty to think first of the safety of his wife a.nd children, a.nd if 

it is not the responsibility of those who have decided to emigrate to 

ensure elsewhere the survival of the traditions n.nd cultural heritage of 

a country which is destined to become a new Communist state. Having 

initially condemned all form of passivity and fatalism as regards the 

future, Pascal now finds himself beginning to believe that the present 

situation is beyond all hope of recall. "Je me suis demand6 si je ne 

m'appratais pas ~ d6serter alors que la bataille est en cours," he says 

to Harc-Andr6. "Hais nOll, ce n'est plus qu'un simulacre de bataille. 

Les jeux sont faits."(RR83). Ren6e's half-brother, Hobert, who is a 

Communist, is the only member of the family who views the future with 

hope and confidence. He accuses Pascal of treating France as though it 

were a corpse whose soul he believes can be transplanted to another land, 

whereas he and lis political allies are making themselves responsible for 

"une France r6elle et non pas posthume." (Rh72). They will prepare the 

way for a new, revolutionary France which will not be a mere puppet in 

the hands of Moscow, but a powerful and independent ConU1lWlist state. 

Robert accepts the dangers and risks of such an enterprise and recognises 

that ultimately the individual is less important than the cause he 

serves. "C'est un risque," he says to Pascal: "nous l'acceptons les 

yeux ouverts, et, m~me si nOs personnes doivent etre broy6es, tant pis." 

(RR75). But, behind Robert's vague revolutionary ideal, Pascal sees the 

spectre of Soviet totalitarianism dressed in the guise of freedom and 

equality, while Robert's claim that "nos personnes ne comptent pas,"(RH,75) 

exemplifies the kind of fanaticism and self-destructiveness which Pascal 

fears most. Although Pascal recognises the need for a firm and stable 

belief which will give meaning and purpose to life, the ideal of 

Communism implies for him a transitory cult based on propaganda and 

abstractions. Like Werner in Le Dard, Pascal sees this new, impersonal 

ideology as an insidious force spreading like a plague among the dis-
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contented masses. "Non, lui, les siens, ce sont des poss~d~s ••• ," he 

says to Robe rt. "Dostoievski avaH tout annonc 6 ••.• II (li.l~79). 

The spectator has thus been gradually prepared for Pascal's change 

of heart and his decision to accept a temporary appointment in a 

Brazilian university. Even at the last moment, however, Pascal finds 

himself asking if the guilt which he feels at being responsible for 

the present political situation cannot somehow be absolved were he to 

stay and accept all its future consequences. But Esther asks if the 

belief in expiation and absolution is not linked to belief in an absolute 

and transcendent Being and if it has not therefore lost all real sig

nificance for someone without faith. "Etes-vous snr de pouvoir donner 

un sens ~ ce mot-la?" she says to Pascal. liNe vous a-t-il pus 6t~ 

16gu~ avec tant d'autres, comme ces titres 6trangers qu'on retrouve 

dans un tiroir et dont la valeur est tomb6e ~ z6ro?" (lI.l~89). Esther relllinds 

Pascal that they cannot now think of turning their backs on the opportunity 

of emigrating to South America unless they experience a firm and clear 

obligation to remain in France. "Mais cet appel, vous ne l'entendez pas," 

she says, "ou vous ne l'entendez plus •••• "(Rg91). The third act ends, 

therefore, with Pascal at last resigning himself to starting a new life 

in South America. Both he and Esther realise that, even if they are 

justified in their decision, neither of them will set out "Ie coeur 

16ger." (Rl~94). They know that their action may later cause misgivings 

and even remorse because they recognise the uncertainty and ambiguity 

of the situation which confronts them. Their reaction, which is one of 

sombre resignation, is offset by Ren~e's unconcealed satisfaction and 

delight. She has had her own way, and she looks forward eagerly to 

escaping from Paris and from the atmosphere of unease and unrest in which 

she has been living. 

The first three acts do not, however, take the form of a long, 

introspective debate on the part of Pascal. The issues involved are 

brought out in a series of confrontations between Pascal and li,en~e, then 
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between Pascal and Marc-Andr~, and finally between rascal and H.obert. 

These confrontations are made theatrically effective by the inevitable 

contrast or conflict of the characters' personality and outlook. Thus 

Pascal finds himself attacked by a selfish and embittered wife and 

opposed by Robert's harsh, uncompromising political stund, while his 

advice and guidance are sought by Marc-Andr~ in a scene which, ulthough 

it does not bring the two involved into conflict, does nonetheless 

underline the very different generations to which they belong. The 

scenes involving Pascal and Ren6e are made particularly intense by the 

almost constant psychological warfare employed by H.en~e against her 

husband. Her continual attacks on, and disparagement of Pascal are 

never entirely true, nor can they be totally discounted. Indeed, like 

Edm~e in Un Homme de Dieu, Ren6e alternates between moments of lucidity 

and passion, clear understanding and blind confusion; and just as 

Edm6e seems intent on destroying Claude's faith and confidence in him

self, so Ren6e always attributes the most selfish and despicable motives 

to Pascal's actions in an effort to degrade and belittle him. Pascal 

finds himself treated with almost equal severity by hobert, and there 

is little doubt that his self-confidence has been gr~dually undermined 

by this constant barrage of embittered and disparaging rema.rks. Only 

Esther shows towards Pascal the trust and understanding with\Jut which the 

individual experiences total abandonment and solitude, und is therefore 

helplessly exposed to the judgement of others. She does not, however, 

try to prevail on Pascal to stay, and there is a totally logica,l und 

inexorable progression throughout the first three acts which leads 

Pascal from his initial refusal to contemplate emigration through growing 

uncertainty and self-doubt to his ultimate resignation and submission 

to Ren6e's wishes. 

The last two acts take place in the villa owned by hen6e's friends 

shortly after the arrival in Brazil of Pascal, Ren'e, Esther and their 

children. It soon becomes apparent that, whereas Pascal and Esthor are 
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not at all relaxed and happy in their present situation, both Ren6e and 

Harc-Andr6 have settled down straightaway and are perfectly contented 

with their new life. This reaction is totally predictable on the part 

of Ren~e. She want&d material security and was prepared to make any 

sacrifices to obtain it. Now that she is far from the social unrest und 

agitation of Paris, she clearly feels relieved. There cun be no morul 

scruples to undermine this relief as far as 1ten6e is concerned for she 

would undoubtedly echo the words of Ch~vremont who considers fee lines of 

regret and guilt as "des 6tats d'ame dont il faut se gurder comme on se 

prot~ge contre la grippe." (Ii.R98). Ren6e' s predominant characteristic is 

her adaptability: she is perfectly at ease changing her customs and 

habits to suit each new situation. Ren6e observes to C~rlos Martins 

that "du moment qu'on accepte l'hospitalit6 d'un pays, je pense qu'il 

faut se conformer a ses usages." (&1.1 02). Taken out of context this stute-

ment may not seem at all alarming, but the extent to which Hen6e is pre-

pared to conform indicates a total lack of any personal convictions, 

fidelity or sincerity. She has, for example, no religious belief but 

goes to church regularly solely for the sal{e of form, something w>ich 

she does not find either unusual or insincere. Noreover, she does not 

protest nor show any surprise when Carlos tells her that Pascal will not 

be able to teach at the university if he does not attend Hass euch week. 

Marc-Andr~'s reaction. on settling in San Felipe is, on the other hand, 

somewhat unexpected. On leaving Paris, he had been unsure of himself 

and his values, and had felt deprived of any real sense of vocation or 

belonging. He seems, however, to have found a perfectly satisfactory 

answer to his problems in the friendly welcome he has found in San 

Felipe and, more particularly, in the affection he shares with Teresa, 

Carlos' young niece. Suddenly the future seems to offer new hope and 

new meaning to his life. "Depuis que J'e suis ' , " h lCl, a says to Pascal, 

"il me semble que je me d6plie at que je vais peut-atre me trouver."(RR120). 
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For Pascal and Esther, however, peace of mind is not so easily 

secured. Certainly, neither the absence of political a.gitation nor tile 

prospect of a new job has filled Pascal with any ehthusiasm. He is, 

on the contrary, deeply shocked to discover that Carlos Martins and 

his friends are not less warm in their welcome of Ch~vremont, who had 

been an informer in France during the Second World War, than they are 

of himself. In~s, Carlos' wife, tells Pascal that, in settling in San 

Felipe, he must forget all about his former convictions or feelings on 

this subject, and must be prepared to discard the past as one brushes 

away something superfluous or unnecessary. "Vous avez encore un peu 

d'Europe qui colle ~ la semelle de vos souliers," she says. "Hais je 

vous prie de vous essuyer les pieds soigneusement, comme pour entrer 

dans une chambre au parquet bien cir6 quand il y a de la bOtl.e dans 

les rues."(RR108). Because of her moral shallowness Ren~e is capable of 

such conformity; but, in the case of Pascal, the situation merely makes 

him more keenly aware not only of a certain national heritage which he 

is not willing to erase from his life, but also of a certain moral stand 

which he is not prepared to forego. This becomes clear to the audience 

in the course of the conversation between Pascal and Padre Ricardo. 

The latter has come to formally warn Pascal about certain aspects of 

his private and academic life which will be under strict scrutiny. 

Pascal discovers that the Church is here a powerful and authoritarian 

institution which considers it its duty to supervise the intellectual 

and social life of the people of the province. Thus Pascal le~1rns that 

the literary studies at the university will be subject to the approval 

of the Church authorities. "Dans une lutte ouverte entre l'Esprit-Saint 

et les puissances d6moniaques qui se sont d6'chatn6es dans le monde," 

observes Padre Ricardo, "il ne peut y avoir de neutralit6' en quelque 

domaine que ce soit, et surtout dans ce que vous appelez IlL litt6rature." 

(RR116-7).Pascal, whose programme had included works by Gide and Proust. 

is told that, should authorisation be given for him to lecture on these 
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authors, it is on the strict understanding that he denounce "les 

erreurs, les turpitudes qui fourmillent dans leurs 6crits."(Rlt117). 

Finally, Padre Ricardo reminds Pascal that his failure to attend ~lass 

bas been noted and disapproved. Pascal will be welcome in San Felipe 

as someone who has rejected the crumbling values of the Western world, 

but only on the understanding that he ally himself with the supreme 

authority, the Catholic Church. This alliance may, however, be purely 

formalj the Padre does not expect Pascal to reveal whether or not he has 

any deep religious convictions. "Quand Ie soldat est en service 

command6," he comments, "on. ne s' int~resse pas ~ ses sentiments ou ~ ses 

r6"actions." (RR118). 

Since his arrival in San Felipe, the tolera.nt attitude shown 

towards Ch~vremont and the shallow and hypocritical values of conformity 

and appearance have induced in }'ascal a growing sense of exile and 

feeling of revolt. The confrontation with Padre Ricardo, with his 

authoritarian, condescending attitude and the grotesque picture he 

paints of spiritual values, acts like a catalyst on Pascal, intensifying 

his feeling of revolt while at the same time illuminating for him certain 

beliefs or principles which were before confused and indistinct. Revolt 

and illumination are not, in fact, separate and independent, but closely 

linked. To say no, as Camus has observed, is also, where this illlplies 

revolt, to become aware of something which may be enfringed upon or 

endangered: "Qulest-ce qulun homme re'volt6? Un homme qui dit non. 

Mais s'il refuse, il ne renonce pas: clest aussi un homme qui dit oui, 

t 
,,18 

des son premier mouvemen • Pascal, who has from the outset shown 

himself to be weak and vacillating, suddenly becomes aware of something 

inviolable, something which he refuses to disown or sacrifice. "Les 

6trangers chez qui no us somIfles, cette hideuse promiscuit' avec un 

/ 
sc6l6'rat, It be says to Marc-Andre, "et surtout, 9a c I est pire que tout, 

18. L'Homme r~volt4 in Essais, p.423. 
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cette mainmise, cette confiscation ••• moi je ne trahirai pas ••• plutSt 

mourir •••• "(liR120). Esther's earlier warning that their departure from 

Paris would be at the same time "une faute et son pro pre chatiment" 

(RR91) is almost prophetic confirmation of the situation in which Posct.LI 

now finds himself. He realises that he should never have left Frllnce 

and that the "guet-apens"(RR134) into which he has fallen is u. just 

punishment for his mistake. 

The first significant decision taken by Pascal concerns his refusal 

to accept any kind of supervision and control of his work at the 

universi ty. The rather stern letter wtlich he racei ves from the rector 

after his meeting with Padre Ricardo does not disturb him in any way. 

Pascal is in a situation which will enable him to affirm quite openly 

that he is not prepared to forego his intellectual inde~endence in order 

to conform to the wishes of the authorities. henGe, in particular, is 

startled by Pascal's defiant attitude and tone of voice, and she tries 

to convince her husband that their whole future in San Felipe will be 

irrevocably compromised by such ~ decision. There does, however, remain 

an element of uncertainty in the minds of the spectators towards rascal 

for they have already seen him, despite apparent conviction, give way 

on previous issues. Certainly, after her initial surprise, Ren6e does 

not expect Pascal to maintain his uncompromising attitude. She accuses 

her husband of having an overwhelming need for material security, a 

statement which past events seem to have confirmed to a certain extent. 

If Pascal were to deprive himself of a teaching post in San Felipe, the 

consequences of his action would clearly be far graver, given the stern, 

authoritarian climate of the province, than any similar act of conscience 

which he may previously have felt called u-pon to make in ~'rance. The 

situation in which Pascal finds himself constitutes the "e-preuve" which 

will decide the strength and authenticity of his convictions. To give 

way on the stand he has taken would be a total and almost irrevocable 

recognition of failure. Meaningful revolt is not a passing cry of 
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anguish, sUlpressed and forgotten, but the springboard for firm and 

defiant action. 

It is only in the final scene of the play, as rascal waits to 

make his fortnightly radio broadcast to France, that the auJience's 

doubts concerning him are resolved. It becomes clear not only that 

Pascal's attitude to the authorities has been unaffected by Ren6e's 

taunts and accusations, but also that his revolt ha.s led to a spiritual 

awakening in which he sees clearly the course of actiun he must take and 

the values to which he is ready to bear witness. The rigid, unyielding 

clericalism of Padre Ricardo and of the authorities he represents, far 

from estranging Pascal from the Christian faith, has made the reality 

of Christ's presence all the more immediate and indubitable. Just as 

persecution and oppression may force upon the individual a clearer under

standing of certain fundamental human values, so Pascal experiences 0. 

mysterious resurgence of religious faith when faced with the cynical 

and authoritarian Christianity of Padre Ricardo. "C'est, en effet, un 

mouvement de l'ame bien myst6rieux,1t he says to Esther, It ••• ou plutet 

c'est comme si avec un 6trange retard derri~re les paroles impies de ce 

religieux j'avais cru comprendre un appel infiniment discret ••• une 

reponse a rna question •••• It (RR142). This sudden appeal to Pascal, 

answering his own anguished cry for help with the assurance of divine 

love, provides the basis for Pascal's spiritual awakening. He feels 

called upon not to betray the values of duty and integrity which the 

Padre cynically ignores, and experiences with visionary intensity the 

absolute conviction that freedom and truth imply fidelity to the trans

cendent Being who has been revealed to him. We then learn that within 

hours of this awakening and illumination Pascal had met a young monk 

whose whole attitude and manner, radiating faith in God and love for 

his fellow men, bore witness to the spiritual harmony and peace which 

Pascal had glimpsed and of which he had before felt cruelly deprived. 

What, to an outside observer, may seem a chance and insignificant 
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encounter is, for Pascal, joyous confirmation of the reality of Christ's 

presence. "Vous n'imaginez pas la purete du sourire qui illumine ce 

visage ~maci6 ••• ," he confides to Esther, "c'6tait Ie sourire du Christ." 

(RR143). And then, sensing Esther's astonishment and incredulity, 

Pascal remarks: "Comme il est dur en ce moment o~ je vais peut-~tre 

m'6veiller ~ Dieu de vous sentir si loiritaine, si absente •••• "(llll144). 

Although Pascal now realises that he should never have left Fr~nce, 

he recognises that there would be little justification in his returning 

to Paris to resume his academic life there. He does not feel ca;pH,ble 

of taking sides in the complex political struggle which is being fought 

in France and realises with profound humility his total helplessness to 

act on a political level. But it is not on this level that there can be 

any way out of Pascal's present situation. It is in the recognition of 

this impasse and in the movement towards spiritual liberation Imd faith 

that Pascal can at last find his true identity. "Je suis vou' ~ 

l' inefficaci t6, et ~ pr~sent j e le sais," he says. "Je dois Ie recollnrutre 

avec une humilit6 absolue. Mais peut-~tre est-ce ~ partir de l~ qu'on 

peut monter vers Lui, ~tre pr~s de Lui •••• "(RR145). 

It is at this point that Pascal retaIls the humility and faith of 

Moreuil, the father of one of Marc-Andr"s friends. At the time Pascal 

had sadly recognised that such conviction was foreign to him and that, 

for this reason, his life seemed to be foundering on flimsy, impermanent 

principles of action. Now Pascal finds hilllself in a situation where 

Moreuil's words find an answering call within him. The latter had been 

prepared to remain in France, confident of God's help and guidance in 

his hour of need. Pascal experiences the same trust and conviction, 

recognising God's presence in his decision to write a defiant letter of 

reply to the rector of San Felipe. "Ce refus de me plier l des 

. " ,. .-exigences que rna conSC1ence reprouve, c est vra1ment Ie Dieu veritable 

quli: me l' a dict6 ••• ," (H.R146) he says to Marc-Andre'. Tliis act of 

spiritual commitment for both Moreuil and Pascal implies a certain 
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material or political insecurity, but it is only on this condition that 

an authentic experience of transcendence is possible. 

The final act is brought to an exciting and fitting climax by the 

radio broadcast which Pascal is asked to make. Trembling with emotion 

yet, at the same time, aware of the responsibility which now faces him, 

Pascal boldly addresses his fellow Frenchmen and denounces the error of 

Sertorious, a rebellious h.oman general living in Spain, who had claimed 

that he alone incarnated Rome and all it stood for. If such a claim were 

to be upheld, it could be extended to justify the action of those French 

people whose aim it was to ensure overseas the survival of their country 

and of its traditions. Pascal's own experience, however, has convinced 

him that it was his duty to remain in his country, to defend the honour 

and values of Christian civilisation and to trust in the ultimate triullli:,h 

of truth and justice. "L'il1usion quI on peut emporter sa patrie a.vec soi 

ne peut nattre que de l'orguei1 et de 111. plus folIe pr6somption," he 

declares. "Vous, qui peut-~tre h~sitez devant Ill. menace de demain, 

restez, je vous en conjure, et si vous ne vous en sentez pas Ill. force ••• 

si vous n'en avez pas Ill. force •••• "(R.l1148). Pascal is, however, unable 

to complete the broadcast: overcome by emotion and fatigue, he suddenly 

loses his strength and falls to the ground. With a cry of anguish and 

apprehension Esther rushes forward to help him and, at this point, a 

youn>;; monk appears at the door and asl\.s to be admitted. "Hadame, 

. .,:- 1 . " h laissez-m01 aller Jusqu a U1, e says. "Je sais qu'il m'attend." 

(RH.148). In the Paris production of Rome n'est plus dans Rome at the 

Th~~tre Hebertot, it was decided to make the sudden appearance of the 

monk all the more striking while at the same time enhancing the impact 

of Pascal's last words, by lowering a curtain before the radio broudcast 

began. The spectators were then left in total darkness throughout 

Pascal's impassioned address as though it were they who were being 

spoken to by Pascal from the other side of the world. The curtain was 

then raised and the stage once more bathed in light as Puscal's voice 
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began to fail him and as, amid shouts of concern, the young monk 

appeared on the stage. The sudden transition from total darlmess to u. 

fully-lit stt\ge is an interestin(~ scenic device - relatively rare in Lhe 

performance of Harcel's plays to date - adapted to what is a highly 

theatrical conclusion. 

The spiritual journey of Pascal is cleltrly central to Rome n'est 

plus dans Rome and is characteristic of most of Narcel's "pi~ces 

~clairantes." The movement is from anguish and wlcertainty to conviction 

and hope, while Pascal's conversion is sufficiently unexpected to be un 

//\ effective coup de theatre without it going beyond the limits of 

'\rraisemblance". The action and intervention of grace is not somethin:~ 

which can be rationally explained, but is nonetheless acceptable Given 

the character and situation of Pascal. First of ull, quite early in the 

play Pascal recognises his L:ck of fai tIl and experiences this as a form 

of deprivation and abandonment. Faith is seen by him ItS a. source of 

assurance and belonging, as a firm spiritual foundation providing a 

permanent and lasting basis for one's beliefs and values. In a signifi

cant remark to Ren~e, Pascal had once said: "Tu n'es pas un monstre, 

tu es terriblement normale, rna pauvre Ren~e •••• ya veut dire qu'il ne t'a 

pas 6t6 donn6 d'6'prouver des sentiments absolus ••• "(RR61-2). It is this 

experience of, or feeling for, something absolute which is totally 

foreign to Ren~e while, for :Pascal, it is a deep and powerful yearning -

at that time unanswered and unfulfilled - and a sign of "disponibilit6" 

since it implies the realisation that life Can only be really meaningful 

on a spiritual level. Pascal's reaction to the death of those he has 

known closely also indicates his basic "disponibilit6". The dea.th of 

Emmanuel, Esther's husband, for example, has convinced him that "il y a 

des morts mis6ricordieuses, des morts qui sont des gr~ces"(IUt22), 

while the news of Robert's unexpected liquidation changes his whole 

atti tude to someore who, when alive, had aroused his complete aversion. 

"C'est terrible, Esther," he admits with great humility, "cette lumidre 

qui ne nous 6'claire sur les ~tres que lorsqu'ils sont morts ••• "(RH126). 
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Finally,the encounter with the young monk, which confirms Pascal in his 

new-found fai tll, is much less incredible when we recollect the imTlo.ct 

of a previous encounter in Pascal's life: that of a former school friend 

whose look alone had already convinced him of the reality of fed til. The 

importance of Pascal's spiritual awakening is that it clarifies and 

strengthens certain beliefs and principles which had before remained 

indistinct and confused. The fact that he had already taken a firm stn.nd 

on the question of the special tribunals set up after the wa.r to try 

Frenchmen of treason or Collaboration, and the fact that he wholeheartedly 

refused tl.obert' s Communist ideals which he saw as a threat to freedom o.nd 

justice, has already provided a clear indication of his underlying sonse 

of duty. 

One of the most striking aspects of the last two acts of Itome n' est 

plus dans Rome is that the four main characters - Pascal, l~en6e, .l.!:sther 

and Narc-Andr6 - all react differently to their new surroundings. There 

is no significant evolution or change in the character of Ren6e or Esther, 

except that Ren6e finds the material security she had been hoping for and 

thus seems satisfied and contented, whereas Esther is immeclifttely sensi-

tive to the oppressive moral climate of the province. Unlike rascal, 

however, Esther rernains unmoved and untouched by gra.ce; she finds l'A.scal's 

conversion incomprehensible and sees no real future for herself in San 

Felipe. The play ends with Esther contemplating returning to France to 

take uare of Robert's child. In the case of Harc-Andr6 and Pascal, 011 

the other hand, there is a complete transformation in their attitude and 

outlook which seems to offer the harmony and peace for which they had 

both been yearning. But whereas Pascal's awakening is spiritual, that of 

Harc-Andr6 is limited to his physical senses and emotions. ThG questions 

of duty and vocation which they had both been anxiously asking themselves 

are given a firm and clear reply in the case of Pascal, but Harc-Andr~ , 
tc'~"r(. 

as Marcel himself points out in his e8Gf8P8Gee on the play, does not 

attain the level of awareness and reflection which would throw light 
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on these issues. Instead, he finds relief and contentment through "un 

processus de r6cuperation vitale comparable au sommeil" (rta177). It is, 

however, clear that Harc-Andr6's reaction is fnr less of an escape or 

evasion, given his age and sexual problems, than it would have boen had 

he been in the same situation as Pascal, for example. 

The characters in Rome n'est plus d.o.llS Rome are in no less preciso n 

historical and political situation than the characters had been in 

L'Emissaire and Le Signe de In. Croix. It would be meaningless to study 

the evolution of Pascal, Antoine or Simon outside this particula.r context; 

but this does not mean that the solution to their anguish and uncertainty 

is to be found on a social or political level. In fact, in each pIny tho 

answer lies in an experience of faith and transcendence which elevates us 

from a temporal to a spiritual plane. The question of patriotic 

allegiance and duty raised in Rome n 'est plus dAns Rome cannot be answered 

by placing one's trust in a political party, be it revolutionary or 

reactionary. Pascal experiences and refuses both extremes, first in 

Paris and then in San Felipe. He finds Robert's Communism no more 

sinister and threatening than the insolent, authoritarian clericalism of 

Padre Ricardo. He recognises the importance of political cOlTuni tment but 

the disarray of the parties in France at that time and the threatening 

background of fanaticism and intolerance in the world allow no real hope 

that man's problems will be resolved by political action • .As Harcel 

himself observes, the play presunposes "Ie fait tragique ••• de 10. fa.illite 

universelle des partis" (RR174), the consequence of which is Pascal's 

acute awareness of his impotence to combat materially the political forces 

which are spreading throughout the world. It is this impotence or 

"d~nuement total"(RR174), which explains the need to transcend one's 

political and historical situation by an appeal to a higher order of 

reality which, for Pascal as for J:v!oreuil, becomes an n.ppeal to the person 

of God. The experience and recognition of freedom and truth is indis

solubly linked to the whole question of faith without which the words 

become empty political slogans. There is, however, nothing vague or 
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insubstantial about the transcendence implied in Pascal's conversion 

since this conversion is based on an experience of a link or union with 

the person of God. Perhaps the most significnnt remark made by l'ascal 

is his need to be "reli6, reli6 au Christ" (R.H.84) • In fact, the con

frontation with Marc-Andr6 emphasises to Pascal that he does not have 

this link and sense of belonging, and, as P.Boutang points out, he thus 

becomes aware "du neant de sa vie, de sa de'r6'liction essentielle." 19 

But in revolting against Padre Ricardo, Pascal experiences a sudden und 

mysterious sense of duty and vocation, and discovers "une fid6li t6 a, soi, 

~ son 'm~tier', qui rejoint la fid6lit6 du 'manant', de celui qUi roste, 

et, par-dell tous les espaces, Ie relie au Christ".20 

Nany critics, however, failed to see the real significance of Pa.scal's 

conversion and its relevance to the political, soci al and moral issues 

with which he had been confronted. In his review of the play, for example, 

R.Kemp wrote: "La foi, et sp6cifiquement la foi catholique, joue Ie 

personnage ex machina qui, sans les r6sou dre, '6vanouit' les difficult6s 

qufon nous exposait si chaudement.,,21 And, summarising the play in a 

Canadian review, A.Viatte claimed that the d6nouement was totally artificial, 

the appearance of the young Franciscan monk providing a Christian ending 

"sans que 1 'auteur donne a. cette conversion in extremis ~ explication 

plausi ble •••• ,,22 To see Pascal's conversion as a clumsy, implausible 

deus ex machina is not,however, justified. The first three acts are a 

clear affirmation of Pascal's sense of spiritual deprivation and exile, 

and of his acute need for faith. His encounter with Harc-Andr6 ond, in 

particular, his reflecii..ons on the attitude of MoreuU are central to our 

19. Aspects de Ill. France, 27.4.1951. 

20. .!lli. 

21. Le Monde, 20.4.1951. 

22. "Rome n'est plus dans Rome" in La Revue de l'Universit~ Loval, 
vol.6, no.1, septembre 1951, p.47. 
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understanding of Pascal's spiritual evolution. Only by ignoring these 

incidents can the spectator justifiably claim not to see a coheront and 

consistent development throughout the whole play. One is forced, there-

23 
fore, to conclude with P.Boutang that H..Kemp - and, indeed, mnny other!'! -

~ 24 
"n'a rien compris au drame de l'emigration", reducing it to all act of 

fear or political irresponsibility when it is, in fact, an indication 

of unease and disarray on a moral and spiritual level. The und~rlying 

harmony and unity of the play is destroyed as soon as its political and 

religious elements are studied in isolation of each other. As T.Nl1ulnior 

points out, the political situation with which l'ascal is confronted Ilt tho 

outset of the play provides the concrete basis for (and is therefore not 

to be separated from) "1'6volution d'un conflit psychologique aU cours 

du~uel des personnages se rev~lent ~ nous, et parfois se r~v~lent ~ eux-

" d'" 't 11 ,,25 memes, dans una 1menS10n sp1r1 ue e •••• It is importn.nt to see how 

this spiritual dimension is implied in the initial Jlolitical situation, 

and thus to avoid the mistake of seeing exclusively political questions 

in the first half of the play and unrelated religious answers in the 

final two acts. The nature of Pascal's awakening was also grossly mis-

represented. J. Lemarchand, for example, explained l'ascal's final act 

of defia~ce and revolt as ·l'expression d'une fatigue, ou d'une faiblesse, 

_ peut-~tre Ie simple mouvement d'humeur d'un universitaire irdt~ de 

l'intrusion d'un inspecteur dans son enseignement".26 There is, howevor, 

nothing whimsical or impermanent about Pascal's sudden convictions which 

can, in fact, be comprehended only within the context of a spiritual 

experience irreducible to any simplistic psychological or physiological 

laws of cause and effect. 

23. See, for example, reviews of the play by J.-J.Gautier in La Fign,ro, 
20.4.1951, and by C.Mauban in Rivarol, 26.4.1951. 

24. Aspects de 10. France, 27.4.1951. 

25. Combat, 27.4.1951. 

26. La Fir:aro litt6raire, 28.4.1951. 
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The real weaImess of the play lies not in its overstatement or the 

gravity of the political atmosphere of the time, a bone of contention 

for many critics,27 nor in the inevitable impermanence of such a precise 

historical setting, but in the proliferation of questions and problems 

which it raises and which, in performance, clearly lead to confusion 

and difficulties of comprehension. Carried away by one level of inter-

pretation, the spectator can easily find himself missing a far deeper 

and more significant level of meaning. Certainly influential drama 

critics like R.Kemp did not help matters by.totally misinterpreting 

the circumstances of Pascal's conversion and by failing to see how tho 

transition is effected from the political to the spiritual pl~le. On 

the other hand, some misconceptions are perhaps understandable given 

the diversity of the situations and themes. Apart from the attacks on 

Communism and on extreme reactionary measures such as those enforced in 

San Felipe, Rome n'est plus dans Rome raises the very wide-ranging ques-

tions of political responsibility and of political commitment which are 

matter enough for a play on their own. Nore particularly, there is the 

question of the political and moral climate of France in the 1950's, and 

the inevitable conflict in outlook of two generations - that of rascal 

and that of }larc-.Andr~. To this is added the highly charged situation 

within the Laumi~re family, ranging from Pascal's bitter conflict with 

Ren~e to his rather ambiguous relationship with Esther. Finally, we 

are left to reflect on the significance of Pascal's conversion which, 

like the testimony of Moreuil, exemplifies a religion of personal 

conviction and trust in contrast to the impersonal and institutionalised 

religion of an authoritarian church. "Dramatiquement, on n'est gu~re 

habitu~ ~ en demander tant," observed A.Frank of the play. "Clest une 

m~l~e, et une me16e demeure toujours confuse.,,28 This criticism may be 

discounted after a careful reading of the text but, within the context 

27. See, for example, reviews of the play by L.Estnng in La Croix,28.4.1951, 
and by H.Engelhard in ~forme, 5.5.1951. 

28. La populaire de Paris, 27.4.1951. 



- 195 -

of a performance - which is, after all, the ultimate test of the value 

of a playas theatre - it is both pertinent and valid. 

It would be quite wrong, however, to write off the theatrical 

qualities of Rome n'est plus dans Rome. Nany critics admired the struc-

ture and development of the opening acts which concentrate on the 

gradual unfolding of Pascal's unease and disarray paralleled by Ron6e's 

increasing jealousy and hostility. It is in the open conflict botween 

these two characters that Marcel's technique as a dramatist is seen B.t 

its most effective. Here the dialogue is sharp and incisive, the 

conflict between them simmering precariously as the emotions a.re checked 

by cold and biting irony or suddenly ex~loding in an outburst of anger 

and jealoasy. These confrontations are balanced by the scene involving 

Pascal and Esther where the tone is one of mutual sympathy and under-

standing. Pascal thus finds himself divided between two women, degradod 

and abused by 1~n6e, comforted and uplifted by Esther. IIIl n' e st done 

que de'chire'," writes P.Boutsng; "il est une d6chirure, par oti. passe 

l' angoisse, la faute, puis la gr8:ce. ,,29 It is a situation of this nature 

which gradually attaches us to Pascal. He is neither a model of per-

fection nor a totally despicable figure, but, like Claude Lemoyne or 

Christiane Chesnay, a deeply human person with whom we can totally 

identify. "Ce :Bascal," writes J.-F. Heille, "est I 'un des rares person

nages, propos6s ces derni~res ann6es, qui m~riterait d'aller rejoindre 

les Alceste ou les Monsieur Jourdain dans Ie panth~on des h6ros 

familiers et profond6ment vivaces.,,30 

Above all, Rome n'est plus dans Rome is a. play which sets out to 

awaken the audience to certain contemporary problems and issues without 

in any way proposing a clear-cut answer or solution to them. We are 

presented with a complex situation in which each character acts according 

29. Asnects de la France, 27.4.1951. 

30. Arts, 11.5.1951. -
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to his own conscience and temperament, and it is left to us to reflect 

on our own position or attitude and to come to our own conclusions. 

"Elle incite Ie spectateur ~ consid6rer sa propre inqui6tude," writes 

G.Garampon of Rome n'est plus dans Rome. "Elle ne lui propose pas uno 

le~on. Elle l'invite 11 s'interroger et a repondre dnns les termes 

qu'il choisira. N'est-ce pas aussi Ie propre d'un art authentique, au 

th~~tre, que de laisser ~ chacun la liberte' de conclure?,,31 lwmo n'('~t 

plus dans Rome is, indeed, a good example of "th6~tre en(~ng6" dealing 

with contemponary moral and political problems without going to tho 

extremes of dogma or propaganda. 

31. "Rome n'est plus dans Rome"in Esprit, no.6, juin, 1951, p.913. 
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CHAn E.'R 5 

The early plays: freedom and the burden of personal responsibility 

Whereas the occupation of France, followed by the overthrow of 

Hitler and the rise to power of the Communists were events to which Harcel 

turned his attention in the final period of his work as a drnmatist, 

they provided the starting point for the theatre of Sartre. The latter's 

first abrupt awakening to the political realities of the world in which 

he lived came with the outbreak of war in 1939. In fact, soon after the 

German invasion of France, Sartre was himself captured and sent to a P.O.W. 

camp at Trier. It was during his captivity that he wrote his first play, 

Bariona. The play is significant for two reasons. First of all, it was 

Sartre's first elaboration of a theme - action as a force of liberation 

and self-determination - which was to become central to his whole thought 

whether as dramatist, philosopher or political pamphleteer; and secondly, 

it was his first real contact with the theatre and with its potential as 

a medium of artistic expression. "Voila Ie vrai the~tre, avait pense 

Sartre," recalls Simone de Beauvoir: "un appel ~ un public ququel on est 

li~ par une communant~ de situation."l After his release from captivity, 

Sartre set to work writing another p~ay which, like Bariona, would draw 

on a common, unifying experience, and in 1943 Les Mouches was staged in 

Paris. In this work, Sartre was initially inspired to write about the 

insidious propoganda of remorse and subm~ion preached by the Vichy 

government, a far more specific aspect of the Occupation than that dealt 

with in Bariona (which had merely alluded to the oppressive presence of 

1. La Force de l'age, p. 499. 
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foreign powers in a defeated country), but it was nonetheless a situation 

common to all French people living in France during the war. Having 

found a suitable subject, Sartre immediately began to work on a plot 

which would be sufficiently veiled to avoid censorship and yet, at the 

same time, clear and unambiguous in its implications. He had first, 

however, to find the money to fihance the play and a director ,·dlling 

to produce it and, in this, Sartre was extremely fortunate in beine able 

2 
to callan the help of Char~es Dullin. 

Les Mouches3 is basically a play about freedom, and it is the 

experience of this freedom which marks the first step in the individual's 

revolt against the forces that threaten to reduce him to a submissive 

and malleable object, and thus deprive him of any meaningful identity. 

In Les Mouches, the horrifying reality of such a state is apparent in the 

cowed and passive attitude of the inhabitants of Argos, while the forces 

that have helped to produce it are represented by Jupitor and ~gisthe, 

spiritual and temporal ministers of "l'ordre moral".(M 16). Jupiter 

defines himself as the principle of absolute good which regulates the 

life of the universe and which is visible in the fixed, orderly harmony 

of the natural world; but the deeply personal freedom which Oreste has 

experience is incompatible with, and distinct from the order Jupiter has 

promoted. Man is seen to have renounced his freedom when he identifies 

totally with the natural order of life, seen in the ebb and flow of the 

2. For Sartre's debt to Dullin, see Un theatre de situations, pp. 225-8. 

All textual references are taken from TheAtre , Paris, Gallimard, 
1947, pp. 11-109, and will be incorporated in the thesis in the 
following abbreviated form: (M •• ). Eg. (M 11) = Les Mouches in 
Theatre, p. 11. 
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tide or the process of continuing self-perpetuation. Oreste exists as 

concretely as the sea or the plants around him, but his freedom defines 

a domain of existence which lies beyond the control of Jupiter. "Tu es 

le roi des dieux, Jupiter," says Oreste, "Ie roi des pierres et des 

~toiles,le roi des vagues de la mer. Nais tu n'es pas le roi des hommes." 

(M 99). Natural order and individual freedom are thus seen to be in direct 

opposition to each other and mutually self-exclusive. This self-exclusiveness 

is equally apparent in the confrontation between Ofeste and £gisthe, the 

king of Argos, whose reign depends on a rigid and uncompromising political 

,; 

order. Egisthe is presented as Jupiter's temporal counterpart. "Tu me 

hais, mais nous sommes parents," Jupiter reminds him; "je t'.ai fait a. mon 

imaga: un roi, c'est un Dieu sur la terre, noble et sinistre comme un 

Dieu." (M 17) • Bgisthe's reign on earth is thus limited in time and space, 

but, more significantly, his authority and power are gradually being 

theatened by his own disenchantment and weariness. \ihereas Jupiter is an 

impersonal deity, Egisthe is not immune to doubt and, unlike Jupiter whose 

power can only be challenged from the outside, ~gisthe's order is gradually 

being eroded from within himself. Despite an appearance of strength, 

Eg1sthe feels totally empty: he would gladly relinquish his power and 

authority and, despie Jupiter's warnings, he makes no attempt to prevent 

Oreste from performing an act ofmtribution which will bring about his death 
, 

and thus end fifteen years of order and discipline in Argos. Egisthe's 

weariness is a clear indication of the inevitable decay of a temporal 

institution or system which seeks to suppress human freedom. 

,-

The order represented by Jupiter and Egisthe is an oppressive and 

destructive force because it implies total conformity and passivity. It 

is possible to envisage a natural and harmonious order of life which 

depends on active participation on the part of each individual - such is 

the very positive spiritual order evoked in ~~rcel's plays - but this is 

very different from the order presented in Les Mouches. Jupiter con-
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gratulates himself on the attitude adopted by the people of Argos - "de la 

bonne piete, a l'ancienne, solidement assise sur la terreur" (M 18) - while 

Egisthe reflects that throughout his fifteen years as king he had sought 

to impose on each of his subjects the imageaf his power and severity. 

In other words, their order implies fear, resignation and complete enslave

ment. Thus, when Electre tells Jupiter that she prefers his law to the 

freedom offered her by Oreste, she must also agree to become"(son) esc lave 

et (sa) chose" (M 104). She renounces her individuality and accepts the 

identity of an object whose behaviour is to be determined by an impersonal 

and, indeed, inhuman power. But, althagh the order of Jupiter and ~gisthe 

is oppressive, it is also precarious and vulnerable. "Nous faisons tous 

les deux r'gner l'ordre, toi, dans Argos, moi dans le monde," Jupiter 

reminds Egisthe; yet le m~me secret pese lourdement dans nos coeurs." 

(M 77). The secret is that men are free, and only by diiberately con

cealing such a fact from his subjedts can Eg1sthe continue to rule unchal

lenged. "Voila quinze ans que je joue la com~die pour leur masquer leur 

pouvoir," (M 77) he refledts. For fifteen years the true identity and 

power of the people of Argos has remained hidden from them; but the whole 

meaning of their life can change overnight once they become aware of their 

basic freedom. Freedom is not something to be slowly acquifed by a long 

process of political change: it is a fact of life which may be ignored 

for many years but is, nonetheless, an instantaneous force of self-renewal 

once apprehended. 

Although the freedom experience by Oreste is incompatible with any 

state which denies the autonomy of the individual, it is not to be equated 

with freedom from constraint: rather it is the power to choose and to act, 

and therefore to bring changes into the world. A free man in a state 

governed by an oppressive tyrant such as Egisthe is not someone who 

withdraws from the material world to find inner peace of mind; it is someone 

like Oreste who chooses to actively oppose and reject the order with which 
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he is confronted. Oreste's own evolution is most significant in this respect. 

He had been brought up by his teacher to value "la liberte d' esprit" (M 22), 

and to develop a sceptical and inquiring mind. His is the illusory freudom 

of independence and det~chment which refuses all form of choice, co~nitment 

and action. "A present vous voila. jeune, riche et beau , avise comme un 

vieillard," says Oreste's teacher, "affranchi de tou4les les servitudes et 

de toutes 1es croyances, sans fami11e, sans pa/trie, sans religion, sans 

metier, 1ibre pour tous les engagements et sachant qu'i1 ne faut jamaie 

s'engager ••• " (M23-4). Although, in the eyes of his teacher, he is "un 

homme sup6rieur" (N 24), Oreste feels uneasy and dissatisfied. His existence 

seems unreal and weightless like the thread of a spider's web floating 

above the ground: but, above all, he feels exiled from the inhabitants 

of Argos because of his lack of involvement in their difficulties and 

problems. His state of detachment is contrasted with that of a man faced 

with a specific situation and series of choices who defines his identity 

according to the choices and decisions that he is compelled to make. The 

desire to belong, and to have a place in the life of a certain community 

increases in Oreste as the play progresses. He w~s born in Argos and feels 

that it is not by detachment that he can ever hope to be integrated among 

the people, but only by a concrete act, "un acte 'lui (lui) donn~t droit 

de c1 t~ parmi eux". (r.r 26). At this stage, however, he envisages no 

specific course of action. Oreste's sister E1ectre had been living in the 

hope that one day her brother would return to Argos and avenge the assassi

nation of their father; but when Oreste reveals his true identity to her, 

she disowns his detachment from the world. "Je n'ai que faire des belles 

~mes," she says: "c'est un complice 'lue je vou1ais." (M 60). Her disdain 

merely increases Oreste's desire to remain in Argos and unite himself with 

the people. Instead of drifting from town to town, "~tranger aux autres 

et a. (lui)-m@me" (1)1 61), Oreste is intent on becoming "un homme de 'luelque 

part, un homme parmi les hommes". (Iv! 61). Ue is in momentary disarray 
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when he asks Jupiter for a sign to indicate the path he should follow; 

but he suddenly realises thatm is he alone who can interpret the sign 

he has been given, and that he must choose his own path and make his own 

decisions. For the first time, Oreste sees that there is every pOGsi

bility of his securing for himself a place among the citizens of Argos, 

especially if he were to perform an act which would enable him to assume 

responsibility for all the crimes they had committed, thus exposing himself 

to an even greater degree of fear and remorse than they had experienced 

during the reigh of Egisthe. Then Oreste will feel as much at home in 

Argos as a butcher in his shop surrounded by freshly slaughtered bullocks. 

He bids farewell to a youth in which he ha~ learned to remain a distant 

and innocent spectator, and embraces an adulthood of commitment and nction. 
, 

The act that now awaits him is the assassination of ggisthe and of his 

mother Clytemnestre: his sense of weightlessness and unreality disappears 

in the face of this act, the burden of which he alone must bear. 

The very decisive steps taken by Oreste to overthrow the reGime of 
/ 

fear and enslavement set up by Egisthe is contrasted not only with his 

former indifference, but also with the attitude of E:Iectre whose apparent 

revolt is seen to be little more than a pose. It is true that she is 

less cowed and passive than most of the citizens of Argos, and Oreste's 

first sight of his sister is when she an~rily abuses the statue of Jupiter 

and makes an offering of rubbish - a stark contrast with the silent prayers 

of the old vlomen and their gifts of wine. She returno during the feremony 

for the dead to incite the people torevolt, but is silenced by Jupiter's 

intervention. The reaction of the people .to Jupiter's magic convinces 

her that change can only be brought about by deeds; not by Hords. "C'est 

1" violence qu'il faut les gu~rir," she admits to Oreste. par 00 
"Car on ne 

peut vaincre Ie mal que par un autre mal." (M 56-7). The test of the 

reality and authenticity of her revolt comes when Oreste takes it upon 
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himself to perform the act of which Electtre had dreamed for so lonG. "Tu 

es done venu, Oreste," she says, "et ta decision est prise, et me voil~, 

comme dans mes songes, au seuil d'un aete irr~parable, et j'ai peur - comma 
, 

en songe." (H 66). For years Electre had enjoyed the thought of revenee, 

but the thought of revenge belongs not to the world of reality but to that 
, 

of the imagination. Commenting on hllectre's attitude, F. Jeansoll writes 

that "cela fait qUlnze ans qu'elle assouvit dans l'imaGinaire son d6sir 

de vengeance et qu'elle vit de cette fiction; elle s'est instal16e dans 

cette r~volte passive, elle y a trouve son aquilibre,,4. Her raison d'Stre 

had not been revenge, but the thought or hope of it. This is confirmed 

by her reaction once Oreste has killed ~gisthe and Clytemnestre. Blectre 

tries to pretend that she is overjoyed but, whereas Oreste calmly accepts 

the reality of his action, Electre is uneasy and disturbed. "Celui-ci est 
.. 

mort," she observes, staring at the corpse of Bgisthe. "C'p.st done ~ que 

je voulais. Je ne m'en rendais pas compte." (~18l). 'Nere she to accept 

full complicity in Oreste's act of retribution, ~lectre would dispel doubts 
.. 

about the defiant attitude she had adopted towards ~Gisthe and Clytemnestre; 

but by allowing herself to be comforted by Jupiter and by disclaiming 

all responsibility for what has happened, she merely confirms these doubts. 

The meaning of the last fifteen years of her life is thus, to Oreste's 

consternation, resolved by an act of fear and reSignation. "C'est a pr~sent 

que tu es coupable," he says. "Ce que tu as voulu, qui peut Ie savoir si 

ce n'est toi? •••• Pourquoi renier cette Electre irrit6e que tu fus, cette 

jeune d~esse de la haine que j' ai tant aimee?" (11 96). 

Freedom implies, therefore, the power to choose for oneself and to 

constantly redefine one's life; and it also imp~ies complete responsibility 

4 Sartre par lui-m~meL p. 16. . -
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for the acts one has performed. In this respect, freedom makes man the 

master of his destiny and not the victim of some extraneous force or 

agent. One cannot be free and, at the same time, believe that one's life 

is predetermined or moulded by fate. In replacing freedom by fate, acts 

are no longer the responsibility of any o~e individual or croup: they 

are unfortunate accidents over which man does not have complete control. 

Oteste's act of revenge, for example, is contrasted with the muruer of 

Agamemnon by Egisthe, "un meurtre aveugle et sourd, ignorant de lui-m~me, an

tique, plus eamblable g un cataclysme qu' ~ une entreprise humaine". (r1 76). 

The individual also renounces his freedom and responsibility when, overcome 

by feelings of guilt, he adopts an attitude of repentance and self

mortification. Such an attitude is necessitated by the religion of remorse 

upheld by the people of Argos. A valuable insight into the nature of this 

religion is given by Clytemnestre. 
,-

She explains to ~lectre how one act -

in this case the abandonment of her baby son Oreste - has poisoned the 

last fifteen years of her life. She is unwilling to accept that she was 

totally responsible for having allowed Oreste to be handed over to the 

mercenaries, byt that she does recognise some degree of responsibility is 

shown by her feelings of guilt on this subject and by the penitent attitude 

that she has in consequence adopted. Her penitence, however,merely under-

lines her fasmination with the past, with an action for. which she feels 

she must seek atonement during the rest of her life. As a result, she 

relinquishes her freedom and powers of self-determination, feebly ihvoking 

the cruel twists of fate of which the individual is an unfortunate victim. 

nEt tu sauras ent:in que tu as engag~ ta vie sur un seul coup de d's, une 

fois pour toutes." she tells flectre, "et que tu n'as plus rien ~ faire 

qu'~ haler ton crime jusque'a ta mort." (M 37). By the end of the play,. 

we know that Eleftre will follow the same path as her mother and allow her 

life to becoQj.e determined by another "crime irreparable" (M 37 ) - the 
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murder of ~gisthe and of Clytemnestre. Significantly, Clytemnestre had told 

Ele~tre that what she hated in her was not her daughter but herself, and 

she reminds Ellectre that she too had once possessed "ce visage pointu, 

ce sang inquiet, ces yeux sour;'Ilois" (M 34). The resemblance between the 

two is confirmed by thei·r reaction to their respective "crimes": indeed , 
~ 

after killing igisthe and Clytemnestre, Oreste notices the same blank, 

lifeless eyes in his sister that had first struck him in his mother. 

The religion of remorse, which is a powerful and insidious source of 

mystification and enslavement, is practised not only individually, but also 

on a large collective scale. This is shown by the behaviour of the citizens 

of Argos during the day of mourning for the dead and, in particular, during 

the special ceremony on the mountain side, a scene apparently inspired by 

the account of the funeral rites of the Etruscans given to Sartre by 

Simone de Beauvoir5• "Au d~but du drame," observes R. Campbell, "nous 

voyons les habitants d'Argos priv~s de tout sentiment de responsabilit6 

individuelle, d~poss~d6s d'eux-m~mes, plong~s dans une hypnose collective, 

S. un point tel qu'ils prennent les crimes d'autrui pour les leurs •••• ,,6 

The crimes for which the people have been made to Buffer in addition to their 

own acts of infidelity or selfishness are those of Egisthe and Clytemnestre. 

It is, however, misleading to suggest that they had played no part what

soever in the plot to assassinate Agamemnon since they had virtually sealed 

the fate of their former king by the silence with which they had greeted 

his return from the Trojan war and the friendly welcome extended to him by 

Clytemnestre. "A. ce moment-la il aurait suffi d'un mot, d'un seul mot," 

recalls Jupiter, "mais ils se sont tus, et chacun d'eux avait, dans sa t$te, 

5. 

6. 

See La Force de l'~ge. p. 521. 

1946 
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l'image d'un grand cadavre a. la face 6clat~e." (M 16). They hRd then tried 

to dispel the lingering doubts and feelings of guilt which the assassination 

of their king induced in them by seeking absolution in a doctrine of rfpen

tance and self-mort~ation. Jupiter tells Oreste that the people of ArGOS 

are "engages dans la voie du rachat" (1-1 20), but the price of such redem-

ption is a state of total abjection. Theirs is a religion based on fear 

and a guilty conscience - "un fumet delectable pour les narines des 

Dieux" (iII 20) - and their complete subjugation to the rites ordained by 

Egisthe and the high priest brings cries of horror from Oreste's teacher. 

Draped in black and with pale, lifeless faces, their outer ap~earance matches 

an existence based on self-disgust. "Je pue t Je pusl" cries one man, 

throwing himself to his knees. "Je suis une charggne immonde." (M 44). 

They have long ceased to have any real personal identity, but constitute 
.-

an abject, dehumanised collectivity, whom Bgisthe appropriately treats as 

dogs. Their sense of sinfulness is so great that life has become an ordeal 

of suffering and regret which compares unfavourably with the quiet oblivion 

of death. 

It is clear that the religion depicted in Les Mouches has no real 

common ground with the Christian faith despite superficial similarities, 

notably in the doctrine of original sin and in the belief in the need for 

repentance. Christianity does not seek to degrade the individual by enslaving 

him and depriving him of responsibility, nor does it seek to cultivate fear, 

self-disgust and horror of life. In fact, the object of Sartre's criticism 

was not Christianity - something confirmed by him in conversation with 

I'Iarce17 _ but the doctrine of "mea culpa" propounded during the war by the 

Vichy government and described by Sartre in "Paris sous l'occupation"S. 

See l' Reure th4~trale, Paris, PIon, 1959, p. 183. 

8. In Situations, 111, pJ. 15-42. 
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Speaking of his play several years after it had been performed in Paris, 

Sartre referred to this doctrine as "cette maladie du repentir, cette 

complaisance au repentir et a la honte,,9. He also affirmed that, in 

Les Mouches, he was alluding not only to the situation of :&'renchmen 

coafronted by such insidious and defeatist exhortations, but also to the 

situation of those who, having opposed the Nazis by acts of violence which 

had led to reprisals and the death of innocent people, would then be subject 

to remorse of a rather different nature inducing them to give themselves up. 

On both pOints Sartre's attitude was firm and categorical: "J'y diaais 

aux Fran~ais: vous n'avez pas a vous repentir, m@me ceux qui en un sens 

sont devenus des meurtriers; vous devez assumer vos actes melue s'ils ont 

c~us~ la mort d'innocents."lO In keeping with these ~entiments, Oreste 
" 

triumphantly proclaims responsibility for the act he has performed and 

refuses to acknowledge any sense of guilt or slame. "Je ne suis pas un 

coupable," he tells Jupiter, "et tu ne saurais me faire expier ce que je 

ne reconnais pas pour un crime." (M 94). The most cowardly assa.::sin, in 

his eyes, is "celui qui a des remords~ (M 98). Oreste refers to himself 

as a "voleur de remords" (M 65), but the remorse of the people of Argos is 

something he is prepared to assume in order to liberate the town and not 

something which will become a burden of penitence. Horeover, his action, 

since it is based on a free and responsible choice, carries with it its 

own justification. "Je fais ce qui est juste," (M 80) Oreste calmly announces 

to Egisthe after stabbing him. He creates his own justice through an act 

which he refuses to allow to be defined by predetermined, objective values 

of good and bad. The gods cannot decide if Oreste's act is good: only 

9. Un the~tre de situations. p. 231. 

10 Ibid., p. 232 • . -
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Oreste himself can decide its value, and on this issue his mind is clearly 

" set. "J'ai fait mon acte, hile/dre," he aays, "et cet acte etait bon." (1'184). 

There is nothing remotely abstract or intellectual about the freedom 

experienced by Oreste in Les Houches: it is, on the contrary, a very con-

crete and dramatic experience. This is because Sartre defines freedom in 

terms of choice and commitment: it is not, he says in an introduction to 

the play, "je ne sais quel pouvoir abstrait de survoler la condition 

t 11 humaine" but I l'engagement Ie plus absurde et Ie plus inexorable" • He 

does not; however, set out to establish a universal gUde to action for he 

is concerned with how the individual relates to the outside world in a 

specific historical context. Freedom is a basic, unchanging fact of human 

existence, but not so the situation with which the individual is confronted. 

Oresfe's discovery of freedom also emphasises that we remain free irres-

pective of pomitical or social constraints: we may be in chains or oppressed 

by an invading army, but in each case we can choose beb:een resignation or 

defiance, submission or revolt. "Jamais nous n'avons ~t6 plus libres que 

sous l'occupation allemande,,,12 wrote Sartre, referring to man's constant 

need to define himself as each new situation threatened his life and beliefs, 

making indifference or detachment quite impossible. Oreste's commitment 
,;-

shows us, hmNever, that freedom is not lightly assumed. He tells Electre 

that in discovering his freedom he is at one with himself, but this means 

no more than that he is prepared to live and act in accordance with the 

freedom which constitutes his identity as a human being. It does not mean 

that he has achieved contentment and peace of mind. Indeed, Oreste admits 

to Jupiter that there is a he~vy price to pay for freedom: exiled from the 

11 Un th~atre de situations, p. 223. . -
12. Situations, Ill, p. 11. 
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peace and tranquillity of the natural world, man is left in total solitude 

to forge his destiny and define his identity. He is left entirely to his 

own resources for there is no transcendent reality to guide him and to give 

oraer and meaning to his life. For this reason Oreste knows that his freedom 

implies the absence of any comforting belief in some ultimate harmony or 

truth, but this is a condition of action and not a negation of it. Finally, 

although it is Oreste's intention to liberate the people of Argos from 

the fear and remorse to which they had been subjected durin~ the reign of 

Egisthe, and although his action may have made the people aware of their 

freedom, he cannot ensure that they will accept all its consequences. ~hat 

is ultimately the responsibility and choice of each individual, just as 

Electre is alone in deciding how she will react to Oreste's act of revenge. 

"Je l'aime plus que moi-m@me," Oreste tells Jupiter. "!llais ses souffrances 

viennent d'elle, c'est elle seule qui peut s'en d6Uvrer ••• " (Jl194). 

Indeed, despite Oreste's intervention, there is no reason to suppose thnt 

life in Argos will be radically changed. 

The main criticism of Sartre's conception of freedom as it is presented 

in Les Mouches is based on either moral or politifal objections. Orestp's 

affirmations of freedom and responsibility would seem logically to lead to 

a deeply personal and anarchic morality. Superficially, Sartre's view of 

action may seem very close to Gide's "acte gratuit", since in both cases 

there is no prior rationality or justification. "A man changes himself by 

acting," writes A. Hanser in support of this comparison, "but no reasons 

13 for acting are suggested." There is, however, a very great difference 

between the capriciousness implied in Gide's "acte gratuit" and the burden 

of responsibility which accompanies Sartre's notion of freedom. Or0ste does 

not kill £gisthe and Clytemnestre on the spur of the moment, nor is his act 

something which will be lightly dismissed from his mind. "Les g~missements 

Sartre: A Philosophic Study, London, Athlone Press, 1966, p. 228. 
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" de ma mere," Oreste tells Electre, "crois-tu que mes oreilles cesseront 

jamais de les entendre?" (M 92). His act is assumed and none of the con-

sequences is evaded. This does nothing, however, to dispel the charge of 

anarchy justified by the absence of any recognisable harmony or order for 

which to strive. Indeed, one is led to ask 1f, as Narcel points out, 

"Oreste ne r~pudie pas a l'avance tout ordre quel qu'11 soit; car, de cat 

ordre, s'il ~tait Ie promoteur, il risquerait aussi de devenir Ie 

prieonnier,,14. OresteIa departure from Argos at the end of the play lends 

weight to Harce1's criticism, for Oreste has used his freedom not in order 

to create a new order, but solely to bring down the~tablished order by an 

act of defiant revolt. He tells the people of Argos that, although he now 

feels that he belongs to their community, he has no wish to take the place 

" of Egisthe: he prefers, instead, to be "un roi sans terre et sans sujets". 

(M lOS). One of the most favourable reviews of Les Mouches when it was 

first performed came from H. Le irisJie fines Oreste's decision perfectly 

acceptable, but in fact merely corroboraLes Harcel's objection that such 

freedom seems to consist in the power to rebel and destroy rather than in 

the power to create. "11ais 11 ne saurai t gtre quec:tion, pour lui," he 

writes, lid tune prise de , pruvoir: libre, Oreste a rompu Ie cercle et n' a 

done pas ~ dominer les autres, a traiter autrui comma una chose; parce 

, t sans chalnes, il n'a pas besoin d'encha1ner.,,15 qu i1 es It should, on 

the other hand, be remembered that, since the play was in part conceived 

as an allegory of the situation in France in 1943 and as a call to active 

resistance against the Germans, there is an implied morality in Oreste's 

14. 

15. 

L'Heure th~~trale, pp. 184-5. 

Les Critiques de notre temps et Sartre, (ed. J. Lecarme), Paris, 
Garnier, 1973, p. 76. 1>1. Leiris' review of Les Nouches origina.lly 
appeared in Les Lettres fran9aises, no. 12, 1943, and was entitled 

1 Cot"" "Oreste dt a 1 e • 
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action, based on the recognition of certain human rights and values, 

while the refusal of injustice and oppression also implies the will to 

create if not an order, at least a better state of things. 

Sartre's critics are, however, equally severe in judging 1'135 NQuches 

from a political standpoint. F. Jeanson was quick to emphasise the 

idealism and immaturity shown by Oreste at the end of the play. "Contre 

la patience du travail, il a choisi l'exaltation de la f~te et l'absurde 

g6nerosit6 qui se consume dans l'absolu," he writes, "irnm~diatetnent, pour 

n'avoir pas A gexercer dans le relatif, e se compromettre en recourant a 
16 des moyens." From a purely practical point of view, it is clear that 

F. Jeanson's criticism outweighs N. Leiris' attempt to justify Oreste's 

departure. I>!oreover, because Oreste' s action seems so unrealistic, it 

has been suggested that, far from being an authentic act, it is, in fact, 

a gesture intended to establish a heroic image of himself in the eyes of 

the people of Argos. "By his departure," observes K. Gore, emphasising 

another issue raised by F. Jeanson, "he in effect hopes to leave behind 

an image which will remain clear and stable and which will serve as a point 

of reference for himself.,,17 Such criticism implies that, although freedom 

and commitment provide the basis of authentic self-expression, Oreste 

misuses the freedom he has discovered; he becomes the object or victim 

of the image of himself which he seeks to project, not the subject or 

agent of action and change. If this were true, Oreste could not therefore 

be considered a spokesman for authentic freedom, and the play could then be 

seen to end on a dual note of failure, Electre rel~uishing her freedom 

16. 

17. 

Sartre par lui,mSme, pp. 27-8. 

"The Theatre of Sartre: 1940-65" in Bo~ks Abroad, no. 2, spring, 
1967, pp. 138-9. Cf. Sartre par lui-merne, p. 27 • 
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by turning for comfort and reassurance to Jupiter, and Oreste glorying 

in a freedom which turns out to be pure self-indulgence. Indeed, in an 

18 interview in 1960 , Sartre agreed with much of F. Jeanson's driticisrn 

of the play, acknowledging the spectacular, but unrealistic and impractical 

nature of Oreste's departure. Sartre's attitude to Les Mouches some 

seventeen years after it had first been written ana performed clearly 

allowed him to situate the play in the broad spectrum of hin work and 

thought, and thus form a judgement he would not have made at the time it 

was composed. Similarly, Harcel's attitude to Jean Deschamps' production 

of Un Homme de Dieu in 1951 allowed him to accept an interpretation of the 

last words and gestures of the play which is justified seen in the context 

of his work as a t"hole, but would searcely have beenenvisaged by the author 

when the play was first composed. It should also be remembered that, at 

the time Les Mouches was written and performed, Sartre thought of Oroste 

as someone in good faith who performs an exemplary and responsible act. This 

is made clear in the interviews given to the press in 194319 and, indeed, 

even some years after the war Sartre defended his main char~lcter quite 

emphatically. "Oreste se d6cide finalement pour la libert~," he stated in 

the course of a debate on Les Mouches in Berlin in 1948, "il veut se 

liberer 1ui-m~me en lib~rant son peuple, et par cette lib~ration il veut 

, ,,20 C 
retrouver son appartenance a son peuple. learly, Or~ste was intended 

as a spokesman of freedom and commitment, but it is also clear that many 

18. 
/ d . " "Sartre repon aux Jeunes in L'Express, no. 455, 3.3.1960. 

19 See, for example, interview with Y. Novy in Comoedia, 24.4.1943. . -

20. Un th~atre de'wituations, p. 234. 
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more difficulties of a practical nature will have to be faced and resolved 

before the individual can claim to be fully committed to the social and 

political issues of his age. Oreste's commitment in Les Mouches is 

highly individualistic, and this reflects Sartre's own attitude to society 

and to politics at that time - in other words his attitude to the ne8istance 

movement in France. If Sartre had chosen to emphasise in Los NQ1\ches 

the reaction not of society as a whole, but of one isolated individuol, it 

was, as F. Jeanson points out, because "la Resistance lui apparaissait 

d'abord comme l'aventure personnelle de chaque r~sitant et ••• ~ cette 

~preuve de la libert~ il n'envisageait encore d'autre r~ponse qu'une sorte 

d'herai3me de la conscience,,2l. Sartre's articles on the situation of France 

during the Occupation
22 

confirm this basic individualism, an attitude which 

naturally meets objections from those who believe that political action 

and change can only be realistically envisaged on a collective scale. It 

is true that by assuming the fears and remorse of the people of Argos, by 

taking the flies away from the city, and by thus leaving the people with 

the opportunity of starting a new life for themselves, Oreste is involving 

himself in the life of the community. But this involvement is vague, 

fanciful and theoretical and leaves unanswered many of the practical issues 

of commitment. 

Les Mouches raises, therefore, numerous points of contention both on 

a moral and a political level. These objections should not, hO\'lever, be 

magnified to the exclusion of some of the more positive and challenging 

ideas. We are presented through Oreste with a philosophy of freedom and 

responsibility which places the individual firmly in the present, orientates 

his choice towards the future and thus makes his life one of action and 

21. Smtre nar lui-meme, p. 151. 

22. See Situations, Ill. 
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and change in stark contrast with the passivity and resignation eneender'Jd 

by a belief in determinism and in man's inability to alter either pimself 

or the course of history. Les Mouches clearly offered a fresh and chullen-

ging picture of life to Frenchmen in 1943, and by emphasising the indivi

dual's freedom and responsibility was equally appropriate to the mood in 

France in the immediate post-war years, for, as S~trtre himself observed, 

the end of the war brought with it the demise of many comforting, but ill-

founded assumptions about social and political stability. "La guerre, en 

mourant laisse l'homme nu, sans illusion," he wrote, "abandonn6 ~ Bes propres 

forces, ayant enfin compris qu'il n'a plus 9,'a ' compter que sur lui.,,23 

Moreover, when Les Mouches was first performed in Germany in 1947, Surtre 

emphasised its relevance to the situation facing the German people at that 

time, They were presented with a choice between, on the one hand, a feeling 

of guilt and remorse, and submersion in the past, or, on the other hand, 

"un engagement total et sinc~re dans un avenir de libert~ at de travail,,24 

which, without in any way erasing the events of the past, would nonetheless 

encourage them to actively redefine themselves and their future. 

It is, perhaps, somewhat paradoxical that, to dramatise his conception 

of freedom, Sartre should resort to the use of a Greek myth which deals with 

a family whose destiny is predetermined by the gods. Part of Surtre's 

originality lies in neatly inverting the significance a.nd implications of 

Oreste's act without in any way mod.ifying its circum:otances. Les MQuches 

has turned out to be Sartre's only borrowing from classical mythology in 

hiS theatre with the exception of Les Troyennes25 , his recent adaptation 

24. 

Situations, Ill, p. 71. 

Un the~tre de situations, p. 229. 

PariS, Gallimard, 1966. The pmay was first performed at the The~tre 
du Palais de Chaillot in 1965. 
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of a play by Euripides. As he was to confirm in 1944, Sartre turned to the 

Orestes legend in writing Las Mouches mainly to disguise the political 

implications of the play. "Le v'ritable drame, celui que j'aurais voulu 

~crire," he declared, "c' est celui du terroriste qui, en descendant des 

Allemands dans la rue, d~clenche l'ex6cution de cinquante otages.,,26 

Nevertheless the allegory, as in Bariona, was sufficiently transparent 

for the public to be in no doubt as to the raal situation to which Sartre 

~ 

was alluding. Egisthe, Clytemnestre and Oreste can be readily equa.ted with 

the German invader, the Collaborator and the Resistance fighter, while 

the people of Argos are recognisable as the people of France who are free 

to cast off their chaihs and defy their oppressor and, more generally, as 

the people of Europe whose silence and submissivenes3 allowed Hitler a 

relatively straightforward and unobstructed rise to power. The allegory 

is strengthened by the play's structure, revolving as it does around n 

series of comparisons and contrasts. Oreste's fihal commitment, for 

example, is set against his initial detachment, his desire to liberate the 

people of Argos is contrasted with Egisthe's need to subjugate and enslave 

them, and the confrontation bet'1een the two serves to underline the deep 

resurgence of life in Oreste and the fatigue and weariness with life in 
.. 

Egisthe. Oreste's defiance is also balanced by ~lectre's pose and by the 

totally passive attitude of the inhabitants of Argos. 

There are , however, points at which the necessity of conforming to 

the original myth would seem to be at variance with the basic allegory. In 

Sartre's play, for example, the furies of classical mythology have become, 

as p. Thody points out, the flies sent by Jupiter to "batten on the remorse 

6 Un the~tre de situations, p. 225. 2 • 
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. . f A ,,27 of the c~t~zens 0 rgos • They symbolise the sickness and destructive-

ness of guilt and repentance. In the second play of Aeschylus' tri logy, 

Orestes leaves Argos pursued by the furies as punishment for the murdor 

of his mother and of ASgisthus; similarly, at the end of Lea M()1Jches, 

Oreste leaves the stage pursued by the flies. This d~nouement raises two 

objections. First of all, by killing hlglsthe and Clytemnestre, Oreste 

succeeds in overthrowing the oppressive regime which had tyrannised the 

people of Argos and which had sought to enslave them by a religion of 

guilt and repentance. He thus removes for the people the external obstncle 

to freedom, but ultimately only they can liberate themselves from their fear 

and remorse. -Why then should they suddenly find themselves free of the flies 

without having had time to digest Oreste's declarations and act in accordance 

with them? Secondly, the fact that Oreste who clearly does not feel any 

guilt for the act he has committed should be able to take the flies away 

with him is clearly unsatisfying, especially since Electre does heartily 

repent of her part in the two murders but is left unaffected by them. It 

is, however, the presence of the flies which plays a very important part 

in creating an atmosphere of decay and death from which Orl::;ste' s discovery 

of freedom emerges as the one ray of life. This atmosphere is pr~pared 

wi th great effect in the opening scene in which Or<.:ste and his te~).cher have 

just arrived in Argos. The set depicts a square in the city with, at the 

rear, a stllotue of Jupiter, "dieu des mouches et de la mort" (~1 11), whoso 

face is smeared with blood, and around whom groups of old women dressed 

in black gather to make sacrificial offerings. From the outset, therefore, 

Jupiter is presented not as the traditional god of justice and light, but 

as a rather sinister prince of darkness whose worshippers are clothed in 

black. Oreste and his teacher are greeted not with warmth and hospitality, 

27. Sartre: A Biographical Introduction, p. 63. 
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but with fear and distrust. The old women shrink sway from the visitors, 

spitting and then finally running off rather than answer any questions. 

Off-stage, there are frequent shouts and lamentations, while on-stage 

the relentless buzz of the flies is continually heard as they beseige 

each passer-by. The deserted streets and the references to the oppressive 

heat also add. to the overall effect. Oreste's teaoher mates with horror 

at the local idiot who is sitting quietly on the ground, grinning con-

tentedly despite the flies which are crawling over his faoe. Jupiter 

explains tl;lat the flies were first attracted bo Argos by "une puissante 

odeur de charogne" (M 14) and this image of rotting flesh vividly sets 

the tone of the opening scene. The tone is also emphasised by the language 

of Oreste and his teacher. The latter, for example, speaks of "cotte 

maudite bourgade qui dssole au solei1" (1'1 12) and of "les lourdes couroes 

noires dans les rues aveuglantes" (I.f 12), while Oreste describes the citizens 

of Argos as "des larves terroris6es" (M 19) and complains of "cetta muudite 

chaleur".(N 15). 

Although this stifling atmosphere is not maintained at such a high 

pitch throughout the play, it does nonetheless remain an essential aspect 

of the overall performance, harnessing language and the auditive presence 

of the flies with the visual effects of set, costume and gesture to evoke 

a strong sense of desolation, fear and servitude. "The abiding impression 

made by the play is one~ physical infirmity and suffering inflicted by a 

capricious and contemptuous deity," writes R. North; "its overall hight

marish feeling forcefully presents Sartre's vision of humanity in bondaGe 

to fear and false ideas.,,28 Despite this element of spectaole , Los 

Mouches has always been considered one of Sartre's least effective plays. 

In performance, it is clearly weighed down by long morallsing or explanatory 

28. Introduction to Les Mouches, London, Harrap, 1963, p. 48. 
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speeches, and this is particularly apparent in the final confrontation 

between Jupiter and Oreste which is, at. times, little more thnn a verbal 

battle between two philosophers, one standing for order and the other for 

freedom. The conclusion is redeemed somewhat by the theatricality of 

Oreste's final exit as he passes through the crowd and disappears pursued 

by the flies, but the playas a whole does not really come "alive" on 

stage. G. Ricou , reviewing Les Mouches when it was firnt produced in 

Paris, emphasised this lack of sustained ~atrical effect and the diffi-

culty in assessing "une oeuvre, certainement interessante a. lire qui 

laisse, a la representation, une pesante impression d'ennui,,29, In fact 

the only really favourable press review came from IiI. Rostand30 , and S!:rtre 

recalls that the fifty or so performances at the The~tre de 10. Cit6 in 

1943 took place "devant des salles a demi vides ll31 • When Les I'1oQches 

was revived after the war by Raymohd Hermantier, first at tho Nimes 

Festival in 1950 and then at the Vieux-Colombier in Paris the following 

year, the critics, although praising the effort and ca.re that had gone 

into Hermantier's production, were nonetheless unanimous in declaring 

the play to be heavy ahd philosophical. 

There has been no major production of Les Mouches in France since 

1951 in marked contrnst to the immediate success and numerous revivals 

of Huis clos, Sartre's second play which was first produced ih 1944, less 

than a year atter Les MORches. A cursory appraisal of these two plays 

may Suggest that they have little in common: whereas Les Mouches is con

cerned with action in a concrete historical situation, Huis c10s is set 

29 France socialiste, 12.6.1943. . -
30. In Paris-IUdi, 7.6.1943. 

31. Un th6atre di situations, p. 226. 
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in hell, and the three characters, although able to see, touch and judge 

each other, are dead as far as those on earth are concerned and nre thuD 

for ever deprived of the chance of involving themselves in the events that 

take place there. Sartre is not, however, preoccupied in IIuio cloo with 

the possibility of life after death and with the form that it may tnks; 

he is, in fact, as concerned with attitudes to life and human situations 

as he had been in Les lwIouches. The essential difference between the two 

plays is that Huis clos deals with such attitudes and situations in a general 

and not a particular context, and concentrates on the negative as opposed to 

the positive results of human action. Oreste's experience of freedom hlld 

led him to oppose the natural order and the religion of guilt and remorse 

upheld by Jupiter and the oppressive political order repreoented by ~ginthe, 

and to stnd by his own decisions. To be free, he realised, meant the right 

to self-determination. In contrast, the people of Argos have become 

enslaved to the very order which Oreste rejects. They have lived in fear 

of Egi~the for fifteen years, delivering into his hands the control and 
f': 

manipulation of their lives: similarly, ~lectre, having initially foigned 

defiance and revolt, eventually renounces a life of free and responsible 

action by choosing to r(~pent of the part she had played in the assassination 

of Egisthe and Clytemnestre. Huis olos underlines two further obstacles 

to freedom and self-determination: the first arises where action is vitiated 

by the individual's concern for appearances, for the imvgs he or she will 

assume in the eyes of an onlooker; the second is brought about through 

death, for at this point of time the individual is not only deprived 

of any further action in the world, but is also, in Sartre's view, condemned 

to forgo his or her status as a subject and become instead a helpless 

and malleable object, irremediably exposed to the judgement of othors. 

These are the basic preoccupations which lie behind the composition of 
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Huis clos and explain why the play was originally entitled Les Aqtrcs, 

since it is the gaze or judgement of oshers which is a constant threat 

to individual freedom. The chance circumstances which Sartre also claims 

32 are involved in the composition of a play arose from his friendship 

with Karc Barbezat. Barbezat suggested that Sartre write a short play 

involving two or three characters which could be easily staged and per

formed in various provincial towns. "L'idee de construire un dr;lme tres 

/ bref, avec un seul decor et seulement deux ou trois parsonnages, tenta 

Sartre,,,33 recalls Simone de Beauvoir. Although B1.lrbezat's original 

suggestion fell through, Sartre went ahead with the project and the play 

was eventually performed with an entirely new cast at the Vieux-Colombior 

in Paris. Sartre was intrigued by the technical problem of keeping together 

three actors on stage "sans avantager aucun d'eux,,34, and it was this which 

led him to imagine a situation i~ hell where the three would be locked up 

together for eternity. It would be wrong, however, to infer, as P. Thody 

does, that Huis clos "was apparently written with purely aesthetic con

siderations in mind,,35, for it has already been established that the play 

provided Sartre with the means of analysing further the nature of human 

freedom.a subject which raises important moral and politiC8t issues. 

32. 

In the opening scenes of Huis 0108
36 , the presence of the other, either 

See Un the~tre de situations, p • 237. 

La Force de l'~gel p. 568. 

Un the~tre de situations. p. 237 • 

Sartre: A Biographical Introduction, p. 64. 

All textual references are taken from The§re, Paris, Gallimard, 1947, 
pp. 115-168, and will be incorporated in the thesis in the following 
ab'oreviated form: (HC .. ). Eg. (HC 115) = Hub clo13 in Theatre, 
p. 115. 
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8S a singular or collective unit, is seen to induce within the individual 

an overwhelming feeling of insecurity and doubt, for the latter's sole 

concern is the image he or she assumes in the eyes of other people. 

GaTCin's immediate reaction on being introduced into the Second Empire 

drawing-room is to try and collect his thoughts, and put his life on 

earth into some kind of perspective. "Je mets ma vie en ordre," (He 129) 

he ways to Estelle: but this perspective or order depends entirely on the 

point of view of Garcin's fellow journalists. It is seemingly they llnd 

not he who hold the key to his past. Galcin is angered by the frequent 

interruptions of Estelle and In~s which prevent him catching the words 

uttered by Gomez, words which he feels to be of the utmost importance in 

establishing his real identity. He is tormented by the thought that he 

is a coward, and this is something which he feels only others can ratify 

or dispel. ~fhen he is finally prevented from seeing events on earth, he 

turns in desperation to Estelle. Estelle, however, does not offer the 

confirmation that Garcin is seeking. "Hais je n'en sais rien, mon amour, 

je ne suis pas dans ta peau," she declar"s. "C' est a toi de dbcider." (lie 158). 

Her comments merely serve to accentuate further GarCin's uncortainty and 

insecurity, a reaction which underlines his hopeless dependence on other 

people. Garcin's despairing efforts to achieve self-knowledgu recall those 

of Claude Lemoyne in Un Homme de Dieu: moreover, like Claude, Garcin 

finds the motives of his past actions dense and inscrutable. "II me semble 

que j'ai passe une vie entiere ~ m'interroger, et puis quoi l'acte &tuit 

l~," he says. "Je J'ai pris Ie train, voila qui est sGr. Lais 

pourquoi? Pourquoi?" (HC 158). The difference lies in the basic mystery 

of Claude's identity, a mystery whifh points to a form of spiritual 

transcendence, while Garcin feels that his identity lies exclusively 

in the hands of those he has known on earth and of those he now confronts 

in hell. 
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Whereas Garcin is basically concerned by the moral condemnation 

or approval of the other, Estelle is far more concerned by physical 

appearances. Reality, for Estelle, must be decorously and attractively 

clothed. She is therefore shocked by the crude, unadorned language of 

Garcin and In~s, reproaching them with the use of words like "mort" -

for which she substitutes "absent" (ne 127) - and "damn~II. She is also 

horrified by the physical r,~ality of men in shirt-sleeves, whLle one of 

the first thihgs she notices on entering the drawing-room ic the ugliness 

of the furniture. "Tout est si laid, iei, si dur, si anE,"Uleux, II (lIe 130) 

she says to In~s. Thus Estelle lives in a world of appearances, n world 

in which she herself has a place as a physical object which comes into 

evidence at the look of the other. She is, for example, irnu.cdintely con

scious of the inappropriateness of being seated on a dorm green settee when 

she is wearing a light blue dress. Estelle can see and assess tho ap;,cara.nce 

of those around her, and is conad:ious that they in turn see her as an 

object. Estelle readily aCCEpts an aesthetic mode of being provided that 

she is able to see herself as others see her, and for this she relies on 

the use of mirrors. But the room in which she nOvl finds hera:il..f has no 

mirrors of any kind, and the small mirror which was in In~s I handbag has 

been taken away. Deprived of the sight of her own rcflection,listelle 

feels devoid of reality. In fact, Estelle has reduced her identity to a 

mere appearance ; thus, as she says to In~s, "quand je ne me vois pas, 

j'ai beau me tater, je me demande 8i j'existe pour de vrai".tUe 135-6). 

She momentarily glimpses her now empty bedroom surrounded by six enormous 

mirrors and remembers how she needed to be reassured by the sight of her 

reflection. IIQuand je parlais, je m'arrangeais pour qu'il y en ait une o~ 

je puisse me regarder," she tells In~s. "Je parlais, je me voyais parler. 

Je me voyais comme les gens me voyaient, 9a me tenait eveillee." (ae 136). 

Estelle was able to capture her image in this way, to change or modify her 
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appearance in a way which would be apparent to others but which she herself 

could judge. She is made to suffer when she realises that, without the 

means of self-scrutiny offered by a mirror, she is entirely dependent on 

the judgement of those around her. Thus she is forced to rely on In~sl 

assessment of how well she is made up, a situation which causes Estelle 

growing concern because she cannot be sure that Ines' approval is the 

approval which she herself would endorse. IIHais avez-vous du gout? Avez

vous mon gout?"(HC 137)she asksamirusJ;y.~ situation becomes even more 

intolerable for Estelle when In~s playfully pretends that she has a red 

mark on her cheek. Estelle is horrified, and although she is relieved to 

hear that Ines was lying, she is clearly aware how precarious and fragile 

her beauty is: "Si Ie miroir se mettait a mentir?" Ines asks her. "Ou si 

je fermais les yeux, si je refusais de te regarder, que ferais-tu de toute 

cette beaut~?" (He 138). 

The ordeal of Garcin and Estelle is accentuated by the fact that, 

since they are now dead, they are no longer able to intervene and modify 

the image which others may have of them on earth. While he lives, the 

individual has the opportunity to confound the opinion which others have 

of him, but at death he is for ever deprived of this opportunity and is 

condemned without any hope of reprieve by their judgement. Garcin's reaction 

when he realises this is one of complete horror. How can he forget those 

who have known him and who will perpetuate his memory not as a hero and 

man of principle but as a coward? "lIs ne m'oublient pas, eux," he tells 

Estelle. "lIs mourront, mais d'autres viendront, qui preddront la consigne: 

je leur ai laisss ma vie entre les mains." (He 160). He now knows that 

hls identity has assumed an objective reality over which he has no control. 

IIFait comme un rat," he observes bitterly. "Je suis tombe dans Ie domaine 

public". (He 160). Estelle experiences the same powerlessness when she 

sees one of her adm~rs, Bierre, dancing with her friend, Olga. She 
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realises that all her authority and powers of attraction are gone, but 

she tries to console herself with the thought that Berre still holds her 

in esteem. As long as Pierre remainsjgnorant of Estelle's infanticide, 

her image is preserved from universal condemnation. She will still, for 

at least one person, be the gay, attractive , desirable woman she had set 

out to be. "Pe11se e. moi, Pierre," she cries, "ne pense quIa. moi, defends-

moi; t~nt que tu peijses: mon eau vive, ma chare eau vive, je ne suis ici 

quiA moitie, je ne suis quIa moiti~ coupable ••• " (He 151-2). Estelle 

hopes that appearances will mask reality, something which she would probably 

have been able to ensure had she still been living. But now she is power-

less to prevent the truth being revealed and her identity being totally 

and irrevocably fixed by those who remain on earth. "Ha! II m'appelait 

son eau vive, son cristal," she declares. "Eh bien, Ie cristal est en 

miettes." tHe 152). 

For Garcin and Estelle the only escape from the judgement that has 

been passed on them seems to lie ~n an effort of mutual acceptance and 

approval. They are prevented from acting on earth, but they can act in hell. 

Of Estelle's tarnished image nothing remains except, as she Eays to Ines, 

"une peau" (He 154), but her body can still prove an effective means of 

reinstatement. A1thougp: she may not obtain Garcin's respect - "Je ne 

t'aimerai pas: je te connais trop," (He 155) he says - she feels capable 

of absorbing him physically by arousing his sexual desire, thus re-estab1ishing 

herself as a powerful object of seduction. Garcin, however, needs Estelle 

for a totally different reason. He is haunted by the moral condemnation 

which is hanging over him. Estelle wants Garcin's sexual desire, and 

Garcin wants Estelle's approval: Estelle wants to be reinstated physically, 

Garcin morally. "S'il y avait une fune, une seule, pour affirmer de toutes 

ses forces que je n'ai pas fui, que je ne peux pas avoir fui, que j'ai 

du courage, que je suis propre," says Garcin to Estelle," je ••• je suis 

sUr que je serais sauve!" (He 160). 
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The complicity established between Garcin and Estelle draws a shout 

of relief and triumph from the former. "Alors je les d~fie tous, ceux de l.?i

bas et ceux d'ici," he declares. "Es1!elle, nous sort:irons de l'enfer." 

(HC 161). Their reinstatement is, however, clearly illusory: it is a 

conscious effort to blind themselves to the reality of their past and to 

the judgement of those who had known them on earth. There is also con

siderable self-delusion on the part of both Garcin and Estelle: the latter 

cannot have failed to notice Garcin's initial coolness towards her, while 

Garcin himself has already had clear evidence of Estelle's indifference to 

his moral anguish. She wants a man, irrespective of his status or standing, 

~pourvu qu'il embrasse bien" • (HC 159). But, by allowing himself to be 

intoxicated by Estelle's reassuring caresses and declarations that his 

chin, mouth, voice and hair "ne sont pasceux d'un lache" (liC 161), 

Gorcin is ready to believe in the authenticity of Estelle's approval. 

Their complicity, although precarious, seems therefore to have ensured 

escape from the hostile condemnation that had begun to weigh oppressively 

on them. But at this point the presence of Ines becomes crucial as the 

other re-emerges in the look of the "tiers" - the third person who stands 

outside the make-believe world which Garein and Estelle would readily 

build around themselves. 

The last vestige of hope is swept away from Garcin and Estelle by 

Ines' intervention. She refuses to allow Garcin to close his eyes to 

Estelle's real purpose. Although Estelle may continue to deny Garein's 

cowardice, her sole interest is "un d6sir d'homme dans des yeux d'homme". 

(He 161). "Pour Ie reste ••• Ha! elle te dirait que tu es Dieu Ie pere, 

si eela pouvait te faire plaisir," (HC 161) Ines harshly. reminds Garein. 

By thus sowing the seeds of doubt in Garcin's mind again, she also 

effectively deprives Estelle of the comfort she was seeking, for Garcin 

turns away from her in disgust. "Tu me degoutes encore plus qu'elle," 
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(He 162) he says to Estelle. The invitation to succumb to bodily desire 

suddenly becomes a horrible nightmare for Garcin because it represents 

total absorption in flesh and identification with matter when it is the 

motives behind his choices and his identity as a conscious being of 

which he desperately seeks confirmation. "Je ne veux pas m'enliser 

dans tes yeux," he cries. "Tu es moite! tu es molle! Tu es une pieuvre, 

tu es un mar6cage." (He 162). But, more than the fear of self-absorption, 

it is the presence of In~s and the knowledge of her accusing Sare which 

breaks any possible pact between Garcin and Estelle. "Elle est entre 

nous," he says to Estelle. "Je ne peux pas t'aimer quand elle me voit." 

(HC 168). Ines is like the indestructible eye of conscience which haunts 

Cain even in sleep. For Garcin, as for Cain, there will never be silence, 

oblivion or darkness. Life becomes interminable suffering at the hands 

of another, whether it be the accusing finger of God or the mocking 

reminders of In~s. "En vain tu me fuis, je ne te lacherai pas," she cries. 

"Que vas-tu chercher sur ses l~vres? L' oub1i? lViais je ne t I oublierai 

pas, moi." (HC 167). Exposed and tormented, Garcin is left nostalgi

cally reflecting on the massive fixity and completeness of the bronze 

statuette, an inanimate object which stares back impassively at him 

while he, a conscious being, feels his own vulnerability to the piercing 

stares of Ines. It is at this moment that the reality and significance 

of hell becomes apparent to.Garcin. "Pas besoin de gril," he announces, 

"l'enfer, clest les Autres." (He 167). 

The play thus ends by confirming what In~s had already foreseen 

from the outset. "Le bourreau, clest chacun de nous pour les deux 

autres," (He 134) she had told Garcin and Estelle. Ines is the agent 

at the hands of whom Garcin and Estelle suffer, a role which Ines seems 

to have adopted with great relish. Her sadism is a sign of her power 
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and authority, but also contains the key to her vulnerability. "Inez's 

power over others existed to the extent that her victims recognized 

that power." observes D. !-lcCall. "Thus. as with Sade himself, she was 

far from self-sufficient; her power depended upon others - upon their 

acceptance of the role of victim.,,37 G-arcin is made to suffer when 

he feebly entreats Inss to reconsider the motives underly.bg his actions; 

but he soon discovers that his own presence can become an instrument of 

torture for In~s. Garcin had initially suggested that each try and forget 

the existence of the other by remaining in silence on his or her own 

settee; but after a few moments Ines had abruptly rejected G-arcin's 

suggestion. "Vous avez beau vous rencoigner sur votre canape," she had 

told Garcin,,,vous Ites partout, les sons m'arrivent souill's parce que 

vous les aves entendus au passage." (nc 140). Ines' greatest weakness, 

and the one which G-arcin can most easily exploit, is her pursuit of 

Estelle, for this pursuit is frustrated by Garcin's mere presence. "Vous 

resteriez la," Ines cries, "insensible, plonge en vous-meme comma un 

bouddha, j'aurai les yeux clos, je sentirais qu'elle vous ~edie tous les 

bruits de sa vie, meille les froissements de sa robe et qu'elle vous envoie 

des sourires que vous ne voyez pas ••• " (HC 146). Thus, at the end of the 

play, Garcin can revert from victim to executioner by turning his atten

tion away from Ines to Estelle. Each caress and embrace is a bitter and 

humiliating reminder to Ines of her vulnerability. "Tu me tiens," 

G2rcin says to her, "mais je te tiens aussie" (HC 166). The play 

revolves around a hopeless triangular or circular pursuit in which one 

character needs another, only to find that all possible complicity or 

37. The Theatre of Jean-Paul S~rtre, p. 118. 
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reciprocity is destroyed by the presence of the one remaining onlooker. 

uNous no us courrons apres comme des chevaux de bois, sans jamais nous 

rejoindre," (HO 149) observes Garcin. Estelle pursues Garcin but is 

frustrated by lnes; Garcin pursues lnes but is, in turn, frustrated 

by the presence of Estelle; and lnes pursues Estelle and is frustrated 

by Garcin. The irony of this situation - or perhaps the justice of it -

is that it reflects a similar three cornered relationship which Estelle, 

Garcin and lnes had each experienced separately in their life on earth. 

Estelle's life had revolved around her husband and lover, that of lnes 

around Florence and her cousin, while Garcin's private as opposed to 

his public life centred on his wife and mistress. ~ach had caused 

unhappiness and suffering without experiencing any pain or remorse. 

Their life in hell is thus like a continuation of their life on earth 

with their role ex~ended BO that they are both agents and victims of 

frustration and despair. 

In fact, hell would seem to be just retribution for the misused lives 

of Garcin, Estelle and ln~s. One of Garcin's first reactions on being 

introeuced into .the Second Empire drawing-room was to remark on the 

ugliness of the furnitire, and then to reflect that he had always lived 

"dans des meubles qu'(il) n'aimait pas et des situations fausses".(HC 115). 

From the outset, therefore, we are aware that Garcin had always been at 

odds with the situations in which he had found himself in life. His is 

not a feeling of authenticity and fulfilment, but one of falsity and 

dissatisfaction. This becomes even more apparent to the audience when 

Gcrcin learns that in hell there is no night and no sleep. Sleep on 

earth had been a form of escape for Garcin, an escape from his own 

inajequacy into a comfortable dream world which he had never been able 

to find in real life. "J'avais Ie sommeil douillet. Par compensation," 

he says to the doorman. "Je me faisais faire des r~ves simples. 11 y 
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avait une prerie ••• Une prerie, clest tout. Je revais que je me pro

menais dedans." (He lIS). By the end of the play we know exactly how 

empty Garcin's life has been. He had lived with one aim in mind. "Je 

voulais etre un homme," he tells Ines. "Un dur." (He 165). He had 

tried to prove his identity in the eyes of other people, to create the 

image of a tough, unflinching hero. Because his wife had idolised him, 

he had found it easy to humiliate her and make her suffer, but when 

real acts of determination and courage were needed he had failed 

miserably. He had tried to ~ something of a hero but had, in fact, 

done very little of which he could be proud. "Tu as reve trente ans que 

tu avais du coeur," Ines reminds him. •••• Et puis, a l'heure du danger, " 
on t I a mis au pied du mur et ••• tu as pris Ie train pour t'exico." (He 11£5). 

" Garcin's situation is similar to that of Electra in Les Mouches: both 

had feigned an attitude of strength and defiance, and both had failed to 

prove the reality of such an attitude by concrete acts. Garcin is 

punished for his cowardice by a premature death, and there is a marked 

contrast between his anxiety to know the truth about the fate that awaits 

him in hell - "Je ne crierai pas, je ne gemirai pas, mais je veux 

regarder la situation en face," (He 117) he tells the doorman - and the 

way he evades the truth about his life on earth. He at first suggests 

he was a man who died for his principles, then admits he had treated 

his wife badly, but only towards the end does he speak of the unfavourable 

circumstances that belie his heroic image. In short, Garcin is a man who 

does not want to acknowledge that his life has been a total failure. 

Estelle, too, has little cause for satisfaction. She is presented 

as an extremely unperceptive and sUgerficial woman who had lived in an 

unreal world of appearances where pretence and pretension counted for 

more than critical self-appraisal. Estelle is not long on stage before 
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her bourgeois pose is unmercifully ridiculed in a short exchange with Ines: 

Estelle: Vous ne connaissez pas les Dubois-Seymour? 

Ines: Ca m'etonnerait. 

Estelle: lIs re~oivent Ie monde entier. 

~: ~u'est-ce qu'ils font? 

Estelle, surprise: Ils ne font rien. Ils ont un ch~teau en 
Correze et ••• 

Ines: Moi, j'etais employee des Postes. 

Estelle; avec un petit recul: Ah? alors en effet?.. (HC 129-30). 

Estelle felt nonetheless totally at home in this hollow, hypocritical 

world where even her best friend, she recalls, did not cry at her funeral 

"a. cause du rimmel".(HC 126). But the dignified and respectable pose which 

she had tried to maintain is not borne out by her acts (since she is 

guilty of infidelity and of infanticide)with the result that, like Garcin, 

she tries to evade the truth about herself. "Est-ce qu'il ne vaut pas 

mieux croire que nous sommes la par erreur?1I (HC 131-2), she asks. But, 

as Ines points out, none of them is in hell without a reason; and the 

truth about Estelle's life is soon laid bare. 

It has been claimed by P. Thody that it is In~s'Yho throughout the 

play represents Sartre's point of view,,38 • It is true that unlike Garcin 

and Estelle she is lucid and self-critical. She is not reluctant to 

speak openly about her past, nor does there seem in her case to be any 

discrepancy between intention and fact, image and reality. There is no 

torment of self-doubt concerning her life on earth. 1IElle s'est mise en 

ordre d'elle-meme, la-bas," she says to Garcin, "je n'ai pas besoin de 

mIen preoccuper. 1I (He 128). Ines is also remarkably perfeptive in her 

analysis of the situation which confronts her in hell. Garcin would 

like to believe that chance has brought the three of them together, 

Estelle thinks it may even be a mistake, but Ines knows that their 

punishment has been carefully planned. Garcin and Estelle are evasive, 

38. Jean-Paul SRrtre: A Literary and Political Study, p. 82. 
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whereas Ines entertains no false hopes about their situation. "Pour 

qui jouez-vous la comedie?" she asks Garcin and Estelle. "Nous sommes 

entre nous •••• Entre assassins." (He 133). She is certainly to be 

respected for her uncompromising clear-sightedness, but it would clearly 

be inaccurate to infer that the life she has led is in any way repre-

sentative of Sartre's point of view. In fact, although In~s claims 

responsibility for her acts (unlike Garcin and Estelle), it is not the 

act itself as a means of renewal and change which she values, but its 

effect on other people. Indeed, Ines, no less than Garcin and Estelle, 

is a slave to a certain image - in her case an image of evil. The adop-

tion and pursuit of this image is based on Ines' belief that she is by 

nature evil, hence statements like: "Je suis pourrie." (He 148), or: "Je 

. 'h" SUl.S sec e. (He 148). But to believe that one inherits a fixed and 

unchanging essence is to tie one's future to one's past, to accept that 

one's life is largely pre-determined and therefore to relinqmish one's 

freedom. Authentic self-determination is not conditioned, as it is for 

Ines, by pre-conceived values or ideas; it is, as Oreste discoverw, an 

unfettered and creative process for which no external justification 

either in the eyes of a transcendent Being or in the look of other 

people can be sought. 

Not only have Garcin, Estelle and In~s all sought to exploit or 

appropriate the feelings or judgement of others in their life on earth, 

they have also been the cause of widespread suffering. "II y a des 

gens qui ont suuffert pour nous jusqu'~ la mort et cela nous amusa1t 

beaucoup," says Ines. "A present, 11 faut payer." (He 133). Of the 

three characters Ines is, however, the only one to have consciously 

sought and delighted in the suffering of other people. when she is no 

longer able to torment those she had kllown during her life on earttt, sha 
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pursues the same ideals in hell, refusing Garcin's pleas that they work 

out a way to live harmoniously together. She is intent on possessing 

Estelle and turning her against Garcin. "Je l'aurai," she tells Garcin, 

"elle vous verra par mes yeux, comme l!'lorence voyait l'autre." (He 149). 

She may never succeed, but she declares that she will never give up 

trying and, in her words, there is a premonition of the hopeless, endless 

pursuit that awaits her: "Je vais bruler, je brule et je sais qu'il n'y 

aura pas de fin; je sais tout: croyez-vous que je lacherai prise?" (He 149). 

The relevance of ~uis clos to the question of freedom first outlined 

in Les Mouches is completely masked when the play is seen either as a 

reflection on the possibility of life after death, or as a symbolic repre-

sentation of the hellish conflict which all inter-personal relationships 

necessarily imply. Garcin, ~stelle and In~s are not representative of the 
.. 

totality of the human condition but, like Electre or the citizens of 

Argos in Les Mouches, they reflect certain negative aspects of it (and 

therefore help to delimit more precisely i ts positive aspects). ~1. 

Beigbeder is fully justified when he claims that the description of life 

in Huis clos, far from having any universal validity , 1faffecte, comme 

on ne Ie remarque pas assez, des damn6s, au sens sartrien evidemment, 

c'est-~-dire trois personnes qui ont manqu~ leur vie et qui voudraient bien 

penser ne pas l'avoir manquee ••• ". "Le theme de la responsabilit~,11 he 

adds, "est aussi essentiel, dans Huis clos que la description de l'alt6rite. rl9 

Although the individual's powers of free self-determination are necessarily 

ended by death, they are ohly negated in life when he allows his acts to 

become dictated by pre-concei~ed ideas or by what others may think and 

feel. The play emphasises the dangers of such enslavement and evokes, 

39. Les Lettres francaises, 21.5.1953. 
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more generally, the hold of certain fears and preoccupations which prevent 

the individual from taking it upon himself to modify the course of his 

life. In such circumstances, life is no longer directed by free and res-

ponsible decisions and choices but is submerged by the force of habit and 

the weighf of social custom and opinion. "Huis-Clos, ne serait-ce pas Ie 

drame de tous ceux qui vivent une vie close, repli6e sur soi, tout enti~re 

pr~occup~e de soi et retourn~e contre soi, "comments F. Jeanson, "une vie 

toujours sur la d~fensive ~ l'~gard d'autrui et par la totalement livree au 

regard d'autrui?,,40 It is when we realise the extent to which each of the 

three main characters has misused his or her life on earth that Huis elos 

assumes its real importance, not as a sombre portrayal of humanity, but 

as an exhortation not to allQ\'1 one's life to become what Sartre terms "une 

mort vivante,,41. 

Moreover, such is the dramatic ihtensity and resonance of the play 

that, as M~rcel points out, the spectator can in no way remain a cold and 

detached observer. He feels that it is his freedom and identity which are 

at stake, "que c'est d'une certaine mani~re son destin qui lui est pr6sentt, 

b 1 d i t l · ,,42 comme dans une ou e e cr s a no~re •••• One of the reasons for such a 

powerful impression is the play's obvious theatricality, for the audience 

is made conscious of itself as the onlooker whose gaze encloses Garcin, 

Estelle and In~s on stage and decides their identity while realising that 

it too can be looked at and judged. In this respect, the fate of Garcin, 

Estelle and In~s is representative of the fate of all social beings: the 

one basic difference as far as we, the spectators, are concerned is that, 

40. Sartre par lui-m~me, p. 33. 

41. Un th~atre de situations, p • 239. 

42. L'Heure th~~trale. p. 197. 
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unlike the three char~lcters on stage, we have not yet been finally 

judged. Whatever their ultimate fate has been, we are still living with 

an open and undecided future ahead of us. "Comme toutes les grandes 

oeuvres, Huis Cl09 ne nous d6sesp~re pas, mais nous fortifie," observes 

P. Gaillard: "Garcin, Estelle, ln~s nous obligent a. nous scruter sans 

illusion et a decouvrir jusqu'au fond ce que nous sommes, mais ils nous 

poussent par cette connaissance meme sur la voie du salut, car nous, nous 

pouvons encore agir, nous ne sommes pas en enfer, nous sommes libres, 

nous sommes vivants.,,43 

There is, however, one point in the play when the three characters 

seemingly have restored to them the power to break with past and present, 

ana to change the course of their future. At this point the door which had 

ensured that Garcin, Estelle and ln~s remain shut up together without hope 

of escape suddenly swings open as though answering Garcinsdespairing 

cry for release. A long and pregnant silence ensues during which all 

three characters are faced with a free and unconstrained option: to leave 

or to stay "Alors? Lequel? Lequel <BS trois?" cries lnes. "La voie est 

libre, qui nous retient?" (He 163). But the opportunity is rejected and 

we realise that each character has freely condemned himself to live pur

sued by one, and in pursuit of the other for the rest of time. The 

analogy with life on earth is strikingly apparent. "Quel que soit Ie cercle 

d'enfer dans lequel nous vivons," observes Sartre, "je pense que nous 

sommes libres de Ie briser. Et si les gens ne Ie brisent pas, c'est 

encore librement qulils y restent. De sorte qulils se mettent librement 

en enfer.,,44 J. Chiari has argued that the end of the play is uncon-

vincing as is "the idea that human beings can be condemned to an eternity 

43. Les L3ttres fr~~2aises, 27.9.1946. 

44. Un th~atre de situations, p. 239. 
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of mutually imposed suffering,,45; but such an idea surely is conceivable 

in the case of the three characters on stage preoccupied as they are with 

the exploitation of the other purely for their ovm ends. 

It is, however, the whole question df man's ~ationship with other 

people which has caused the greatest confusion among critics of Huis 

~. It has been assumed that Garcin, E~telle and In~s are representative 

of the entire human race, the implication being that the same fate would 

attend three different ~ople locked up together. "Rempla~ons Gt'lrcin par 

un general glorieux," writes R. Campbell, "Estelle par une bonne mere 

d6vou~e, Ines par une Carm~lite, et rien n'est modifi~.,,46. R. Campbell 

is here reading the play exclusively within the light of Sartre's philo

sophical work L'Etre et le N6ant where, in the section devoted to human 

relationships, the author writes: "L'essence des rapports entre con

sciences n'est pas Ie IvIitsein, c'est Ie confit.,,47 This could be taken 

as evidence that,in Sartre's mind, our relations with others are never 

anything but hellish. Certainly it is on this point that a Christian 

like }~rcel finds the greatest divergence between his own beliefs and 

those of Sartre. "Nulle part, notons-le en passant," writes Narcel, 

"n'apparalt plus nettement l'incompatibilite radicale entre la position 

de Sartre et de ses disciples - et une m6taphysique ou una 6thique 

48 chretienne quelle qu'elle soit." Such critivism, however, is based on 

the assumption that, at the time L'Etre et Ie Ueant and Huis cl08 were 

conceived and written, Sartre was categorically rejecting the possibility 

45. The Contgroorary French Theatre: The flight from naturalism, London 
Rockliff, 1958, p. 150. 

46. Jean-Paul Sartre au une 1itterature phi1osophiQue, p. 137. 

47. L'Etre et 1e Neant, p. 502. 

48. L'Heure the~trale, pp. 190-1. 
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of harmonious human relationships. Certainly L'Etre et Ie N~ant provides 

a sombre commentary on the attitudes people adopt towards one another, 

but the fact that such a commentary is neither all-embracing nor definitive 

is indicated by Sartre's allusion to "la possibilit6 d'une morale de la 

d6livrance et du salut,,49 implying a radical conversion which fell out-

side the scope of his treatise. Indeed, Sartre has on numerous occasions 

acknowledged the inadequacy and incompeteness of certain aspects of L'~tre 

et Ie Neant, although critics may feel that his later works have never 

satisfactorily resolved these particular issues. This, however, merely 

leads us into a long and complex philosophical digression which has 

little relevance to Huis clos, The main point, as A. I·ianser observes, is 

not to dismiss Sartre as someone who has always believed that human con-

flict is a permanent and unavoidable part of life. "Though he nowhere 

gives details of the nature of this radical conversion," writes the former, 

"it is clear from both mis personal relations with Simone de Beauvoir and 

from his later commitment to certain forms of political action that Sartre 

does believe in the possibility of genuine human relationships.,,50 These 

important considerations should help us to see that, if Garcin, ~stelle 

and Ines are in hell, it is not because such a fate was unavoidable, but 

because "they are prevented by their own choices from establishing any 

proper relations with those around them,,5 l • '\'lhat hap;:>ens to them would not 

necessarily happen to three other people, and Sartre would agree with 

A. Lang who claimed that it would have been equally possible to write a 

play "ou trois etres, arbitrairement reunis et condamn6s ~ vivre ensemble, 

49 L'Etre et le ~~ant, p. 484 • • 

50. Sartre: A Philosophic Study, pp. 97-8. 

51. Ibid., ,. 98. -
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parviendraient ~ cr~er un c1imat sa1utaire de compr~hension et 

d'amitie,,52. In an interview with D. HcCall, Sartre has said that such 

a climate can be created among people united through "praxis" in a 

53 common cause • 

Despite the misunderstandings to which it has given rise, Huis cl09 

is certainly one of Sartre's best and most effective plays. Not all the 

critics hailed it enthusiastically when it w~s first produced in Paris 

during the Occupation, but in retrospect it constitutes, as H. Rostand 

originally suggested, "une date du th~~tre,,54. Few plays written and 

produced in France during the war years have had anyt~ing like the impact 

of Huis c10s which has been frequently revived since the original pro-

duction in Paris, as well as being performed abroad and adapted for both 

television and the cinema. It is a short one-act play which runs for 

little more than an hour: but in that time, it sufceeds in creating an 

exceedingly powerful and intense atmosphere of endless confinement and 

conflict, an atmosphere which, while it is theatrically fascinating, is 

also a stark appeal to a greater critical aw~reness of our real life 

situation. 

There are many reasons why such an atmosphere will be missed in 

reading the pmay. However imaginative the reader may be, it is unlikely 

that he will come anywhere near to capturing the anguish and torment of 

Garcin, Estelle and Ines, - something which will be immediately conveyed 

in performance by the voice, gestures and facial expressions of the actors. 

52. Concorde, 10.10.19460 

53. See The Theatre of Jean-Paul Sartre, p. 124. A definition of "praxis" 
and a concrete example of the kind of solidarity to which it can 
give rise are given in chapter 6. See above ppo 274-7. 

54. Paris-Midi, 4.6.1944. 
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It is interesting, in this respect, that Sartre himself should have been 

so enthralled by the interpretation of the four actors with whom the 

play opened in Paris that he is unable to imagine his own characters 

"autrement ~ue sous les traits de Vitold, de Gaby Sylvia, de Tania 

Balachova et de Chauffard,,55. The play also lends itself naturally to per-

formance in its reliance upon the effect of d~cor. The three characters 

are enclosed in a room without hope of escape, surrounded by plain, drab 

furniture: three large settees and, on the mantelpiece at the~r of the 

stage, a heavy bronze statuette. There are no mirrors, no windows, no 

variation in light. Only Ines seems initially unmoved by the cold, imper-

sonal setting which clearly adds to the atmosphere of intolerable confine

ment. S~bolically, too~ the decor is of fundamental importance. The bronze 

statuette symbolises not only "cette banalit4 stylis~e au plan du social 

qui inspire ~ l'auteur un degoat particulier,,56 suggested by Marcel, but 

also the existence of brute, unconscious matter unaffected by the anguish, 

fears and frustrations of living beings. The absence of mirrors implies, 

as P~H. Simon points out, that in hell we are no longer able to seek in our 

own reflection a solid, reassuring image of ourselves. vfuen our life of 

images and appearances has come to an end, "nous ne pouvons nous voir qu'en 

nous-memes, en approfondissant notre conscience, et dans la conscience des 

autres qui nous condamnent a ~tre pour l'6ternit~ ce qu'ils jugent ~ue hous 

sommes,,57. We then contemplate the reality not of what we have tried or 

intended to be, but of what we are, that is to say the sum of our acts. 

55. Un th~atre de situations, p. 240. 

56. L'Heure theatrale, p. 191. 

57. Th~~tre et Destin, pp. 170-1. 
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Hmis clos also relies for much of its effect on the realisation that the 

three characters in hell are not only together for eternity, but are allowed 

no temporary release or escape from their tormet. There is no sleep to 

break the sense of timelessness; and, as P. Larthomas observes, the same 

relentless light which shines down on them without change or variation 

"marque Ie caractere inexorable d'un au-del~ constant et clos, de cette 

pseudo-vie sans sommeil, sans mame un clignement d'oeil, c'est-a.-dire sans 

obscurite et 'sans coupure ll,58 

The atmosphere which the play creates points unquestionably to its 

obvious theatrical qualities, but its effectiveness depends on a very tra

ditional "mise en scene." This has been clearly demonstrated by the com-

parative failure of Hichel Vitold's production of the play in the round, and 

of the film adaptation made by Jacqueline Audry. In both cases, it was the 

powerful feeling of emprisonment and confinement which was undermined by 

experimentation with the physical setting of the play. Although C. Sarraute 

found Huis clos well suited to a performance in the round59 , most critics 

cleiarly felt the absence of tile poids des murailles qui limitent pour 

l'~ternite l'univers de trois damnes ••• ,,60. A similar criticism was made of 

the film in which a screen is introduced to allow the three characters to 

see moments of their past as well as those people still living who continue 

to think of them. Again a breach is made in the physical setting which in 

~urn affects the atmosphere of confinement on which the play, as its very 

ti~ suggests, largely depends. 

Huis clos has been aptly described by R. Saur.el as being "pleine comme 

un oeuf, lisse comme un caillou, d'ine rigueur et d'une n~cessite extra-

d" " ,,61 or J.naJ.re • It is, indeed, a work rich in themes and symbols, and yet the 

58. Le Langage dramatigue, Paris, Armand Colin, 1972, p. 119. 

59. See Le Honde, 31.3.1956. 
60. La Figaro, 3.4.1956. See also reviews of Vitold's production in Paris

Presse-L'Intransigeant, 31.3.1956, and in Arts, 25.4.1956. 

61. Information, 31.3.1956. 
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ideas expressed are strikingly simple, and the action unfolds with great 

clarity and coherence. In some respects, one could apply to Huis cl08 the 

title of a scenario written by Sartre at about the same time as the play, 

namely Les Jeux sont faits62, since, at death, the self-determination of 

Gardin, Estelle, and Ines ceases, and their identity becomes, in the eyes 

of those who remain on earth, an objective reality which they cannot in any 

way challenge or contest. Sartre succeeds, however, in sustaining the 

interest of the spectators by withholding certain important facts or inci-

dents so that only gradually does the audience become aware, first that 

Garcin, Estelle and Ines are in hell, and secondly that they have been con

demned for a specific reason. This gradual unfolding of the truth coincides 

with a growing sense of their abandonment and hopeless confinement, a move-

ment which is also reflected in the alternation between the characters' 

situation in hell and their view of what is happening on earth. This alter-

nation between hell and earth gradually comes to an end as, one by one, 

Ines, then Estelle, and finally Garcin find themselves condemnad by their 

friends and then forgotten about altogether. Their sentence of unending, 

mutually inflicted torment only becomes irrevocable, however, at the point 

where each refuses to leave the room after the door has unexpectedly swung 

open. It is when Garcin has closed the door that we realise that the game 

is up and that, as he says to Estelle and In~s, there is nothing left for 

them to do but "continue". 

Although both Les Mouches and Huis cl08 are closely related to L'Etre 

et Ie Neant, neither is totally encompassed by it. Whereas the philosophical 

62. Paris, Nagel, 1947. The scenario traces the adventures of a man and 
woman who meet in an after-life although they had never met eafh other 
in their life on earth. The essential difference between the situation 
of Pierre and Bve and that of Garcin, Bstelle and Ines is that, because 
of their love for each other, the former gleefully accept the chance to 
return to life on earth (although their love does not survive this test), 
whereas the latter, because they cannot accept each other as they are, 
turn down the opportunity of escape. 
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treatise is concerned with a purely ontological description of action 

based on freedo.:r:, choice and responsi bili ty, Les MOl1ches shows &artre' s 

concern for the particular course of such action in the precise historical 

situation in which he found himself in 1943. It is not pure chance that 

leads Oreste to overthrow the tyrannical regime of Bgisthe and exhort 

the citizens of Argos to begin lii'e anew. His action clearly implies a 

belief in the inherent value of social democracy: indeed, any action which 

was not an open and total rejection of ~gisthe's authority would clearly 

not be acceptable. In other words, Las r·1ouches contains important moral 

implications which lie outside the scope of the treatise. 63 In Huis clos, 

the criticis@~ directed against those who are preoccupied with appearances 

and whose actions are exclusively self-centred. If Sartre were simply trying 

to say that all human relationships were bound to result in conflict, he 

would surely have sought to demonstrate the universality of such a belief 

by choosing as his protagonists not a coward,a sadist and a vain, insensitive 

young woman, but people whom, initially at least, we could hold in esteem. 

Both Les Mouches and Huis clos, are an appeal to a groater critical awareness 

of the social or political situation in which we find ourselves, an appeal 

to our powers of free and responsible self-determination as opposed to the 

passive acceptance of an external authority or to enslavement to a pre-

conceived essence or image. In contrast to ftarcel, therefore, Sartre seems 

to provide in his earliest plays a fairly clear indication of the path which 

will lead the individual to a true sense of personal identity. Ther·:; are, 

63. In his conclusion to L'Etre et Ie Neant, Sartre announced a forthcoming 
work on ethics, but this work has never been published. 
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however, several important factors which have yet to be taken into account 

before Sartre's theory of freedom can be seen as an effective and realistic 

answer to all the questions and problems with which the individual is 

continually confronted in his day-to-day social exictence. There is clearly 

a need not only to define with far greater precision the moral or politic~l 

implications of freedom, but also to consider its conditions and limits when 

effective action can only be envisaged on a comlective scale, thus heces-

sitating a certain order or discipline imposed by a party or leader. These 

are some of the questions to which Sartre turns his attention in Les l'iains 

sales and Le Diable et Ie Bon Dieu, both of which reflect his concern for 

the social and political future of Western ~urope in the immediate post-war 

years, and his realisation that, as Simone de Beauvoir notes, "il n'y a 

pas de salut individual possible, mais seu1ement une 1utte c011ective,,64. 

64. La Force des choses. Paris, Ga11imard, 1963, p. 261. 



- 243 -

CHAPT8...'Tl 6 

The middle period: the beginning of collective noli tical action 

In a recent interview, Sartre indicated that the subject of Les 

Eains salesl 
vTaS inspired by the assassination of Trotsky and also by "les 

difficult~s que des ~leves a moi, bour~eois de bonne volont~, avaient avec 

Ie Parti cornrcuniste,,2. He was basically concerned not with writing a play 

for or against a political party, but with presenting in dramatic form 

the problems and difficulties of political action. His choice of subject, 

reflecting as it does his concern not with individual acts of heroism but 

with the prolonged, collective fight for liberation, clearly repre~:ents a 

significant advance on Les ~!ouches. "lIne s' agi t plus de se li b~rer du 

remords et contre les dieux, dans une attitude heroique et grandiose," 

observes F. Jeanson, "mais de travailler parmi les hommes a la liberation 

de tous les hornnes. II ne s'agit plus de r~volte mais de r~volutioh.,,3 

The transition from revolt or resistance to revolution is prefigured in 

the final act of Eorts sans sepulture, a play which shows the reaction and 

attitudes of a small group of Resistance fighters captured and tortured by 

French "miliciens". At the end of the play, the three mnaining members of the 

group have the opportunity of giving false information to the "miliciens" 

which, although seeming to indicate that they have been finally broken by 

torture, will also secure the promise of their release. Pride and the 

refusal to compromise are set against the question of utility, that is to 

say the necessity of sacrificing personal glory to the cause of social 

justice. It is Canoris who.finally persuades Henri and Lucie to agree 

to passing on the false information to the "miliciens", arguing that there 

10 All textual references are taken from Les r':ains sales, Paris, Gallimard, 
1948, and will be incorporated in the thesis in the follovling abbreviated 
form: (r.rS •• ). Eg. (loIS 11) = Les Mains sales, p. 11. 

2. "Le th~atre de A jusqu'a ZIt in L'Avant-Scene Th~~tre. no. 402-3, 1-15 
mai, 1968, p. 34. 

3 Sartre par lui-m~~e, p. 38. . -
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is no justification in a glorious but premature death when they are 

"encore parfaitement utilisables,,4. 

There is, however, a certain similarity in the basic evolution of 

the central character in Les Mouches and Les Kains sales since both Oreste 

and Hugo pass from a feeling of unreality and weightlessness to a sense 

of authenticity and commitment. In Hugo's case, his inner transformation 

enables him to assume compiliete responsibility for an act which had before 

seemed little more than an accident, even though his new identity can only 

result in death at the hands of the party's henchmen. The similarity 

between Oreste and Hugo also extends to their initial sense of solitude 

and exclusion from a certain group or community. Just as Oreste wants to 

become involved and integrated in the life of the people of Argos, so Hugo 

yearns to be accepted and trusted by other members of the Communist Party. 

Despite the efforts he has ma~e to reject his class of origin and to turn 

his back on his bourgeois upbringing, Hugo continues to feel the hostility 

and suspicion of those within the party. The reaction of Georges and 

Slick typifies the attitude adopted towards Hugo by non-intellectuals who 

had been driven to join the party through basic material needs. "Tu n'as 

jamais eu faim," observes Slick, "et tu es venu chez nous pour nous faire 

la morale comme les dames visiteuses qui montaient chez ma mere quand elle 

etait saoule pour lui dire qu' elle ne se respectai t pas." (~'IS 97). Hugo's 

apparent commitment in joining a revolutionary party is seen by Georges 

and Slick as the gesture of a dilettante and not as an act of solidarity 

with the oppressed working classes. The attitude of the party organisers 

is no more favourable. Louis,. for example, describes Hugo as "un petit 
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anarchiste indiscip1in~, un inte11ectue1 qui ne pensait qu'~ prendre des 

attitudes" (I·iS 27), a view endorsed by Olga although, with a far deeper 

and more sympathetic understanding of Hugo's inner needs and aspirations, 

she adds that he is also "un d4sesp~re" (loIS 29) - a man desperately trying 

to find his true self in political commitment. Hugo has had, however, 

little opportunity for direct political action. He has so far been restricted 

to routine clerical duties and help in the publication of the party hews-

paper. He feels that he will only be able to dispel the doubts about his 

true worth as a revolutionary if he is entrusted with a mission of great 

importance to the party. Like Oreste, Hugo yearns for a decisive aft that 

will unite him with those whose fate he wants to share. He is eventually 

entrusted with such a mission, - the assassination of Roederer, - but 

unlike Oreste who approaches his task with deep inner conviction, Hugo con

tinues to find his existence bathed in unreality. "Bon Dieu quand on "va tuer 

un homme," he exclaims, "on devrait se sentir lourd comme une pierre." (BS 120). 

Instead of a sense of impending commitment, Hugo feels light and detached 

from events. He is far more at home in the playful, make-believe world in 

which he indulges with his wife, Jessica, than when he is confronted with 

Roederer and his bodyguards. Referring to the latter, Jessica remarks that, 

for the first time, she has seen her husband "aux prises avec de vrais 

hommes" (lwIS 115) and Hugo himself emphasises the gulf that separates him 

from the world in which they move. Re envies Georges and Slick their 

seemingly uncomplicated existence, free from intellectual torment, and he 

reflects on the reality and conviction of Hoeder~r's movements and actions. 

"Tout ce qu'il touche a l'air vivant," (HS 132) he tells Jessica, while 

Roederer's whole person is "dense" and "vivant" (I·:S 120). Jessica, too, 

experiences the samEl fascination for Hoederer." "Hugo, il est si fort," 

she says "il suffit qulil ouvre la bouche pour qu'on so it s~r qu'il a 

raison." (HS 190). 
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,. 
vThereas Oreste had clearly made up his mind to kill Egisthe and 

Clytemnestre, Hugo is still trying to convince himself and Jessica that he 

intends to shoot Roederer. Like f;lectre, there is a divorce between what 

Hugo would like to believe and what he does, and like Garcin he feels 

increasingly conscious of the inauthenticity and unreality of his situation. 

"Je vis dans un decor," (r-rs 132) he admits to Jessica. His reluctance and, 

indeed, inability to accomplish the act with which he had been entrusted 

merely prompts Olga to intervene on his behalf, thus discouraging Hugo even 

further by emphasising his own inadequacy and the party's short-lived 

20nfidence in him. "Je suis de trap," he tells Hoederer, "je n'ai pasIIB 

place et je gene tout Ie monde ••• " (NS 230). When Hugo does shoot Hoederer, 

the act of which he had dreamed for so long is at last committed, but in 

circumstances totally different from any he may have imagined. It is the 

sight of Hoederer embracing his wife Jessica, and not the knowledge that 

politically he represents a danger to the party, which enables Hugo to 

overcome all his previous lack of conviction and purpose. He thus finds 

himself confronted with an unforeseen, instantaneous act of passion rather 

than with a calculated political assassination, and he therefore experiences 

none of the feelings of commitment and responsibility which accompany Oreste's 

act of revenge. After his release from prison, Hugo is disappointed to 

find that Olga's room is no more real than the memory he had of it in his 

cell. "La cellule aussi, c'etait un r~ve," he adds. "Et les yeux d'IIoederer, 

Ie jour au j'ai tire sur luL" (r-rS 31). His life, devoid of reality and 

purpose, is madd up of events and actions for which he feels no responsibility. 

When asked by Olga if he feels any pride in having killed Hoederer, Hugo 

replies: "Ce n'est pas moi qui ai tue, c'est Ie hasard." (NS 245). Like 

the people of Argos, Hugo is prepared to see his life take on a shape and 

meaning over which he has no control, to reduce his acts to mere accidents, 

and to see himself as the helpless victim of fate. 
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Rugo's whole attitude to his political past and to the death of 

Roederer, in particular, is, however, suddenly transformed when he is told 

by Olga that the party prefers him not to feel any responsibility for 

Roederer's assassination since the latter has now been reinstated and his 

policies adopted. The man who did claim respoijsibility for Hoederer's 

death would be an embarrassment to the party, and his presence a mocking 

reminder that the man the party had once labelled a traitor has now been 

made into a hero. Thus, only by disclaiming all responsibility for his part 

in Roederer's death and by erasing the whole incident from his mind can 

Hugo continue to work for the party. It is when he is confronted with the8e 

facts that thera is the first indication of Hugo's chanee of attitude. "Alors, 

moi, je suis r'cup&rable," he reflects, having listened to Olga's explana

tions and defence of the party. "Parfait. Hais tout seul, tout nu , sans 

bagages. A la condition de changer de peau - et si je pouvais devenir amne

sique, 9a serait encore mieux." (1'1S 257). Just as Oreste, presented with 

a sign by Jupiter encouraging him to adopt an attitude of resignation, 

had suddenly realised that he was free to change the whole course of his 

future and give it the meaning he alone had chosen, so Hugo suddenly 

realises that he is free to prevent Roederer's death from becoming "une 

erreur sans importance" (i'iS 257) and Hoederer himself "un cadavre anonyme, 

un dechet du parti". (r-rS 259). Rugo can do nothing to change the nature 

and circumstances of Roederer's death; but, by assuming complete respon

sibility for his act, by refusing to allow his past to become an amorphous 

agglomeration of events whose meaning can be manipulated to suit the changing 

political situation, by recognising in Hoederer a man he respected but one 

who nonetheless deserved to die because of his acceptance of political 

compromise, Hugo can change the whole significance of the past three years 

of his life. His new found sense of commitment and responsibility will 

ensure that the political ideals in which he believed are upheld and that 
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Roederer's death does not survive as an unfortunate accident to be con-

vem.iently forgotten. "Si je revendique mon crime devant tous," he declares, 

"si je r~clame mon nom de Raskolnikoff et si jlaccepte de payor Ie prix 

qu'il faut, alors il aura eu la mort qui lui convient." (as 259). Although 

Roederer has been dead for two years, Hugo feels that it is only at this 

moment of time, by shouldering responsibility for his act, by thus defying 

the party and passing a sentence of death upon himself, that he cail claim 

to be his assassin. "Clest a present que je vais Ie tuer at moi avec," 

(rS 259) he tells Olgo, as he prepares to open the door of her flat and 

surrender himself to the party henchmen. 

In complete contrast to Les Nouches. Les Lain8 sales was recognised 

as the work! of a mature and gifted dramatist; but, whereas the basic 

political implications of Les Houches were apparent to almost everyone, 

the basic political messccge of Les Hains sales was clearly not understood 

by the majority of critics when the play was performed in Paris in 1948. 

The Communist press in France did not hesitate to dismiss Leg Laing sales 

as the work of a bcurgeois reactionary. "Clest Sartre qui a les mains 

sa19s,,,5 wrote P. Gaillard in his review of the play, while No Duras 

com.llented: liCe choix dlun jeune intellectuel sur-Ie-gril, de ce candidat

hom.lle, est un choix, tree profondement, tr.Js sUrement humoristique.,,6 This 

swift and unfavourable reaction helped to situate the play politically and, 

despite Sartre I S attempts to clarify the subject of Les l<ains s3les before it 

opened at the Theatre Antoine, it came to be seen as an indictment of the 

cynicism and ruthlessness of the Corrununists and an outright rejection of 

their methods ru1d policies , - this at a time when relations between East 

and West were exceedingly tense. Les3 than a year after opening in Paris, 

5. Les Lettres franciises, 8.4.1948. 

6. Action, avril, 1948. 
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Les Hains sales was produced oU Broadway, freely and also somewhat tenden

dentiously translated as Red Gloves. Sartre found himself powerless to 

prevent his play assuming an objective political meaning which 

he had certainly not intended, and thus becoming something of a pawn in the 

Cold War. In 1952 he decided to withdraw consent ftr a performance of Les 

Hains sales in Vienna and, since that time, the play has only been produced 

in special circumstances agreeable both to Sartre and to the Comnlunist party 

of the country concerned. 

It wouldbe false to suggest that the critics were totally unjustified 

in interpreting Les Mains sales as they did and to pretend that the play 

contains no criticism of the Communists. It is clear, for example, that the 

individual freedom exalted by Oreste in Les Nouches i8 incompatible with the 

kind of strict political organisation associated with the Communist Party. 

It is not a belief in individual freedom, but obedience and discipline which 

are the prime requisites of a party member. In this respect, Sartre's 

presentation of the party in Les l'.ains sales is at times almost caricatura1. 

Hugo, is, from the outset, reproached by Olga for beihg "trop curieux" (I'iS 44), 

for asking too many questions about the organisation and policies of the 

party. His attitude represents a total contrast with the blind, unquestioning 

obedience of Georges and Slick for whom a IIconsigne ll is something absolute 

and sacred. Horeover, to ensure that he receives the best possible pro

tection, Hoederer insists that his two bodyguards have no opportunity for 

sexual indulgence and thUD develop into IIdes b~tes sauvages". (IIJS 78). \ This 

portrait of the party member is an obvious blemish on a play which sets out 

to evoke as realistically as possible the life and workings of a revolu

tionary organisatimn. Even Hoederer, by far the most IIhuman ll of the 

established party figures, contributes to the caricature. IIHege1, Harx, 

tr~s bien," he says, flicking through the books on Hugo's table. IILorca, 

Eliot, connais pas." (HS 109). Almost apologetically Hugo replies: liCe sont 
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des po~tes." (HS 109). Seen in this light, the party of which Hugo is a 

member is almost as authoritarian and repressive as the moral order against 

which Oreste rebelled in Les Mouches: in both cases the individual seems to 

be a mere object in the hands of a powerful, impersonal deity. The smothering 

of individual freedom and subjectivity is emphasised in Les Hains sales 

by the attitude of the party to questions of discipline and service. Its 

outlook is totally impersonal and utilitaria~1 and the words that recur to 

express this outlook illustrate quite unambiguously the extent of indi

vidual reification. Hugo's survival, for example, depends on whether or 

not the party cou.siders him "recuperable" or "utilisable." "Utiliser", 

"employer", "supprimer" and "reprendre" are other words which e.roke the 

iwpersonality of the party system. The party member seems to have sacrificed 

all personal identity to become a mre number or function whose value or worth 

depends on his total submissiveness and malleability. When he is not pre

pared to "tow the line", he can expect no sympathy or hearing, only a swift 

amd ruthless liquidation. There is no recognition of human rights, no sense 

of the deep reality or mystery of death. Reflecting on the mission with 

which he has been entrusted, Hugo observes that "quand ils decident qu'un 

homme va mourir, crest comme s'ils rayaient un nom sur un annuaire ••• " (MS 187). 

Not only is there a conflict between strict party discipline and a deep 

sense of individual freedom and autonomy, there is also a basic contra

diction between the party's readiness to accommodate a change of policy by 

falsifying the past and individual commitment and responsibility. Hugo is 

confronted with a deliberate and cynical distortion of the truth when he 

is told that the circumstances of Hoederer's death are to be disguised 

lest it become known that he had once been held in disfavour. This is some

thing which Hugo refuses to accept; indeed, it is very difficult to see how 

he could assume complete responsibility for an act undertaken for a spe

cific political purpose and then recognise that the act was misconceived 
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and best forgotten. Howderer's assassination cannot be both an act and 

an accident: Hugo is faced either with an affirmation of total responsi-

bility for his action, or with an abdication of this responsibility in the 

face of a supreme authority. Commenting on this situation J. Bermiez 

observes: "Q.uand Hugo apprend in extr~:)mis que son crime, qui lui a presque 

ate la vie en Ie privant de la vie d'Hoederer, est inutile, que Ie parti 

vient precisement d'adopter sa politique, il pourrait courber la tete, 

acquiescer, s'aneantir dans la volonte du dieu; mais ce mysticisme est trop 

absurde. II7 Ivloreover, Sartre has made it clear that, on this specific issue, 

he readily upholds the attitude taken by his central character. "C'est 

justement contre cette falsification du passe," he declaxed in an interfiew 

with P. Caruso, IIque Hugo a raison dans ses dernieres r6pliques.,,8 It is, 

indeed, ironic that the situation in which Hugo finds himself is such that 

the affirmation of freedom and responsibility should amount to no more than 

an act of suicide. 

Generally, the critics have tended to see this conclusion as an 

indication of the basic incompatibility between Sartrets theory of freedom 

and responsibility and political support for, and action within the 

Communist Party. Harcel, whose later plays like L'~missaire and Rome n'est 

~lus dans Rome emphasise man's confrontation with a historical situation 

which, in purely hu@an or political terms, offers no apparent solution, 

sees Hugo's tragic pUght as a dramatisation of this confrontation. "Les 

formules d'Oreste dans les Houches,"he writes, line repondent absolument plus 

A la complexite dtune situation qui peut sembler inextricable ••• II9 • Certainly 

7. "A propos des Hains sales~ in Les Temps modernes, no. 36, septembre, 
1948, p. 575. 

8. Un the~tre de situations, p. 257. 

9. £tHeure the~trale, p. 206. 
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Sartre himself believed that, whereas the individual had been presented 

with a clear-fut choice of action in 1940 - "Le choix ~tait alors facile •••• 

On etait pour ou contre les Allemands." IO - the situation facing the left -

wing intellectual in France in 1948 was infinitely more complex. \fhereas 

the war had brought together both the left and the right in a united stand 

against the Germans, post-war France merely emphasised political differences 

not only between left and the right, but also within the left itself. Thus 

Les Eains sales could be seen as the author's recognition of a political 

situation which frustrates the course of action he had once whole-haartedly 

adopted. In this, Harcel is supported by P. Thody who sees the optimism 

of Les Nouches and the pessimism of Les I\:ains sales as the natural literary 

expression of two distinct periods in French history, the first !! a reflec-

tion of the brief period in which the left-wing intellectual could whole

heartedly espouse a political cause"ll and the second in which he felt 

unable to support with the same passionate commitment anyone political 

party. 

Such an interpretation depends to a large extent, however, on the 
the 

assumption that Hugo is/dramatis~s mouthpiece representing, as does Oreste 

in Les Houches, the only valid point of view. But, whereas Les ~1ouches 

centres on one person whose confrontations with Jupiter and Egisthe merely 

serve to underline his freedom and the abject servitude of the people of 

Argos (including Electrc), Les hains sales is built around a confrontation 

between two opposing and balanced points of view. Les Mouches is essentially 

a monologue and a demonstration of ideas, Les Hains sales is a dialogue 

10 "Deux heur .. s avec Sartre" in L' Express, no. 481, 17.9.1959. . -

11. Jean-Paul Sartre: A Literary and Political Study, p. 76. 
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which seeks to raise questions rather than provide answers. Ultimately, 

however, Ssrtre's own attitude, although sympathetic to Hugo's basic 

sincerity and integrity, is far more favourable to the position adopted 

by Hoederer. This, in itself, Clearly shows that the play could not have 

been intended as condemnation of support for the CommunistG since Hoederer 

is a Communist leader who accepts all the risks and compromise of political 

mommitment. The only really positive aspect of Hugo's chara~ter is his 

refusal of the party's cyhical manipulation of facts and his defiant 

assumption of responsibility for Hoederer's assassination. ThiS, together 

with other isolated aspects of the party system, such as its unquestioned 

authority and the strict discipline imposed on its members, emphasise not 

Sartre's opposition to the Communist Party but his criticism of it. In 

1948 the Communist Party represented the only organised revolutionary 

force in Western Zurope and was, as such, the only po~itical party to which 

Sartre, given his own very radical political views, was likely to pledge his 

support. Just 00 there is a strong note of anti-clericalism in Rome n'est 

~lus dans Rome without the deeply Christian tone of the play being in doubt, 
view 

so Sartre in Les Hains sales adopts a critical point or! which is directed 

not against revolutionary politics, but against the rigid, institutionalised 

form of the Communist Party in the irunediate post-war years. Interviewed 

by P. Caruso in 1964, Sartre defined his position in relation to the 

Communists as that of a critical "compagnon de route,,12; and it is just such 

a position adopted by lrim in Les liiains sales at a time, when, faced with a 

form of Communism largely dominated by the uncompromising figure of Stalin, 

he had chosen to support the Rassemblement Democratique Revolutionnaire13 

12. See Un th~~tre de situations, pp. 254-5. 

13. An account of the policies of the R.D.R. and of Sartre's relatively 
short-lived support for the movement is given by I-I.-A. Burnier in Les 
Existentialistes et la politigue, Paris, Gallimard, 1966, pp. 63-7~ 
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in the hope of restoring to the left a renewed sense of the true aims and 

methods of socialism. 

The negative and quite unheroic side to Hugo's character is, in fact, 

recognised by Harcel and P. Thody. "What Hugo asks," writes the latter, 

"is that blind obedience to the party shall free him from his perpetual 

self-questioning, that its purity shall satisfy his idealism, and that it 

shall give him tasks to perform whose difficulty will satisfy his own 

desire for self-perfectidm. ,,14 Hugo's longing for strict party discipline 

and for political action highlights the inauthenticity of his commitment. 

He wants the discipline not because heIBcognises it as necessary for the 

efficient running of the party, but as a cure for his personal problems, 

that is to say his intellectuality and his solitude. In this respect, he 

clearly represents for Sartre the position of many middle-class intellectuals 

and their flirtation with ex~me political action. Commenting on the deep, 

inrler conflict of such a person, Sartre maintains that, even by entering 

the Communist Party, "il n'a gu~re de chances d'y trouver la solution de 

ses conflits: ce sont des probl~mes personnels; il ne veut pas qu'on lui 

fasse cadeau d'un Hoi de rechange, il demande seulement qu'on guerisse Ie 

sien,,15. In Les Hains sales, it is clear that Hugo never finds an answer 

to this i~er conflict, He tries to use the party for his own ends, but 

at the same time it is by no means certain that he wants to be cured of 

his self-questioning. He tells Hoederer, for example, that at certain 

moments he feels he would do anything "pour devenir tout de suite un 

homme" (l·iS 142), but he also admits that at others "il me semble que je ne 

14. Jean-Paul Sartre: A Literary and Political Study, pp. 95-6. Cf. L'Heure 
theatrale, p. 210. 

15. Situations, VI, p. 10. 
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voudrais survivre ~ rna jeunesse". (lIS 142). There is here an indication 

of Hugo's propensity for self-pity which takes the form of a morbid indul

gence in his isolation and inadequacy as an intellectual. HUGo's 

preoccupa.tion with his o"m self is even more striking in his desire to be 

involved in political ~_.ctiun. By seekinG justification in his o"m eyes 

and in the eyes of others, he ftcts to create a certain cOlliforting image 

of himself. "Tu as voulu te prouver que tu ~tais cap,able d' agir," l:oedercr 

tells him, "et tu as choisi les chemins difficiles: comme quand on veut 

1I16riter Ie ciel; crest de ton ~Ge." (1·IS 234). In fact, Hugo would probably 

have undertaken any action requested by Louis provided that it entailed 

personal risk and the assu±ance that the eyes of the partywuld be momen

tarily fixed on him. ~fhen, for example, he first learns what his mission 

is to be, he gleefully evokes in his imagination the anxiety and concern 

of Louis and Olga as they wait for news of the attempted assassination. 

"Avant la fin de la semaine, vous serez iei, tous les deux, par une nuit 

pareille," Hugo tells them, "et vous att2ndrez les nouvelles; et vous 

serez inquiets et vous parlerez de moi et je cOlilpterai pour vous." (r.rS 56). 

';'men Hugo hesitates too long, thus prompting Olgc.' s intervention, one of 

his first concerns is the extent to \';hich his image has been taint"d, and 

throughout his imprisorDnent he continues to be preoccupied with the 

party's judgement of him. "Q.uelquefois, la pluie me r(veillait," he tells 

Olga; "je me disais: ils auront de I' eau; et puis, av::mt de me rendorm:llr 

c'est peut-~tre cette nuit-ci qulils parleront de moi." (ns IS). Like the 

three protagonists of Huis clost Hugo is, to a large extent, enslaved by 

the look and judgement of others. 

1he real failure of the c±itics who see Los iains sales as an anti

COllilllunist play lie'C, in cer.tring their comments exclusively on Hugo and on 

the situation with which he is confronted, thus ignoring the dialoeue 

between Rugo and Roederer which exposes the ObvDUS inadequacies of the 
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former's attitude and also underlines how, far from presenting an 

insuperable barrier to ahthentic political commitment, they are resolved 

or answered by the latter. The comparison between Hamlet and Hugo, made 

initially by J.-J. Gautier16 and harcel17 , is based on certain simi-

larities but is ultimately misleading. lIamlet is, after all, an 

undisputed hero and there is no question of Laertes, for example, or 

Fortinbras taking anything other than second place. Hugo does not, however, 

occupy the same position in relation to Roederer. Initially, Sartre had 

hoped the dialogue to be perfectly balanced along the lines of a Greek 

18 tragedy where "tous les persormages ant raison et tous ont tort ••• " • 

Certainly, neither Hoederer nor Hugo holds the key to any absolute 

political ar moral truth, but it is Hoederer whose position is far more 

coherent and realistic than that of Hugo. Humanly, our sympathies may be 

equally divided, but the positive moral and political aspects of the play 

are almost exclusively incarnated in the person of Hoederer. Taken in 

isolation some of his comments may appear cold and inhuman, in keeping with 

a ruthless and impersonal party. He describes the Revolution, for example, 

as a question of "efficad:1te" (HS 234) and states even more categorically: 

"Tous les moyens sont bons quand ils sont efficaces. II (l·iS 209). These 

remarks should, however, be seen in the context of a heated exchange of 

opposing political beliefs in which abruptness and over-simplification are 

inevitable. Hoederer is totally committed to the cause of socialism which 

he sees not as a rigid set of rules and precepts, but as something which 

represents the deepest aspirations of men in a given time and place and 

16. In Le Figaro, 3.4.1948. 

17. In Les Nouvelles litt~raires. 13.5.1948. 

18. Combat, 31.3.1948. 
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which is therefore living and evolving. Far from advocating a passive 

acceptance of party dogma and from treating the party executive as an 

infallible divinity, Roederer realises that mistakes are unavoidable and 

that the task of a party leader involves a heavy burden of responsibility 

as well as a certain ddgree of anguish and uncertainty. The socialism to 

which Roederer is committed has nothing in common with the strict political 

order of Egisthe, but, like Orestels act, it is something to be created 

without reference to external principles that will justify deci~iohs and 

offer protection from douht. "Nous autres," he tells Hugo, "~a nous est 

moins commode de tirer sur un bonhomme pour des questions de principes parca 

que clest hnus qui faisons les idees et que nous connaissons la cuisine: 

nous ne sommes jamais tout a fait so.rs dlavoir raison." (r.1S 228). Con

sequently, Hoederer has no real sywpathy or respect for the political 

assassin who blindly carries out orders without the slightest compuGction 

or hesitation. "Ce sont des types sans imagination," he declares: "¥a 

leur est egal de donner la mort parce qulils nlont aucune id~e de ce que 

clest que la vie." (NS 230). There is no question of Hoederer opposing 

murder and other forms of violence as necessary political weapons, but he 

clearly does not think that those who resort to violence with cold and 

clinical detachment really understand that the social ideals for which 

the party is fighting are based on a deep appreciation of life and not 

contempt for it. "Je pr~f~re les gens qui ont peur de la mort des autres," 

he admits: "clest la preuve qulils savent vivre." (r'IS 230). Similarly, 

although he recognises the need for firm discipline and although he treats 

Georges and Slick without warmth or indulgence, Hoederer has no desire to 

change the party members into an army of unthinking robots. Thus, when 

Hugo tells him that he had accepted the job as his secretary out of disci

pline, Hoedererretorts: "Je me mefie des gens qui n I ont que ce mot a. la 

bouche." (~1S Ill). 
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In short, Hoederer belongs to a revolutionary socialist party not 

because he loves vague ideas or principles drawing on a theory of justice 

and freedom, but because he loves life as a concrete reality and men as 

they really are. His desire for change does not conceal a secret hatred 

of life or a reckless and irresponsible passion for dBtruction, but is 

based on the belief that by freeing society from the chains of oppression 

and exploitation life can take on a deeper and richer meaning for all 

people. Horeover, because life is not an abstraction, the struegle towards 

greater happiness cannot be reduced to a mathematical calculation where 

lives saved or lost become mere numbers. Each individual life is to be 

respected and valued. "Pour moi, va compte un homme de plus ou de moins 

dans Ie monde," Hoederer tells Hugo. "C'est pr6cieux." (NS 213). Hugo, 

on the other hahd, like Eustacha in Le Dard is committed to a political 

action based on abstract theories and principles which is u~timately self

defeating, for any ideal, be it religious or political, is meaningless 

in human terms if it is not inspired by the raal state of man and those 

qualities of life which can be enhanced and shared by all. The real depth 

of Hoederer's character is brought out in his relationship with Hugo. 

Although critical of Hugo's attitude, Hoederer shows genuine concern for 

him as an individual. He understands Hugo's problems, his need for guidance 

and, above all, for trust: moreover, he believes that, with his help and 

encouragement, Hugo can become an active and respected member of the party. 

Thus, when he learns that Hugo has been sent to kill him, he refuses to 

calIon his bodyguards to dispossess Hugo of his revolver. "Ca l'humilierait,", 

he tells Jessica. "Il ne faut pas humilier les gens." (HS 224). By a 

cruel twist of fate, however, Hoederer's work is undone by Hessica's inter

vention and, in a moment of anger, Hugo shoots the man who had been at 

great pains to help him. This totally unexpected turn of events merely 
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serves to underline Hoederer's magnani~ity. Although all his recent 

efforts both for the party and, on an individual level, for liugo have been 

suddenly frustrated he feels no resentment or bitterness towards the latter. 

In fact, he tells his bodyguards that he had been sleeping with Jessica 

with the result that he conceals the political reasons behind his assassi-

nation, thus safeguarding the unity of the party, and, at the same time, 

saves Hugo's life. It is a genuinely selfless act without the slightest 

hint of self-indulged heroism.Hoederer's death also ends any possible 

political future for Hugo: for, whereas the party as an abstract,impersonal 

entity had failed to provide a solution to Hugo's personal problems, 

Hoederer had come close to saving him by treating him with sympathy and 

understanding on a person to person basis. liCe qu'un parti sans visage 

ne peut faire,1I comments J. Bermiez, lIun homme Ie peut pour un autre 

19 homme. 1I 

In contrast to Hugo, Hoederer provides the basis for a coherent and 

effective course of political action. He also gains our sympathy and admira-

tion because he is not a cold, ruthless party leader. Les Hains sales does 

cast a very critical light on aspects of the party's organisation, its 

impersonality, rigid authority and cynicism; Roederer, without resolving 

all these objections, does nonetheless reveal another face of socialism , -

one which is creative and constructive. In this respect, Hoederer redeems 

the image ofa party which, in the hands of someone like Louis, would be 

a grotesque distortion of the political ends which it is intended to serve. 

At the same time, Roederer's position reveals all the difficulties, 

hardships and contradictions of political activity. Oreste experienced 

no real compromise or conflict in acting to liberate the people of Argos 

because he limited himself to action on a purely individual level, 

whereas action within a political party entails the recognition of common 

aims and collective responsibility and thus necessarily restricts the 

19. IIA propos des Hains sales" in Les Temps modernes, no. 36, septembre, 
1948, p. 576. 
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kind of freedom exalted by Oreste. Where the interests of the party 

and of the individual conflict, the former must take precedence. Roederer's 

attitude to Hugo shows how much he values personal relationships, but he 

also knows that impersonality, however, unpleasant, is inevitable to a 

certain degree if the party is to function efficiently. In the desperate 

struggle for power, individuals will at times become mere numbers, denied 

any real freedom or autonomy, and this is a sacrifice which Roederer 

has clearly accepted. The conflict between individual and collective 

interests is seen in the scene in which Roederer comes to see Hugo and 

Jessica after Olga's abortive attempt on his life. After the [lard bargaining 

with Karsky and the Prince which had shown him to be cold and ruthless when 

necessary, Roederer feels a sudden need of human warmth and comfort. lIe is 

torn between the need to continue his work and thus deprive himself of this 

human contact and the desire to sit and talk with Hugo and Jessica. We 

have a banal but nonetheless significant situation in which a realistic 

balance has to be found between a total preoccupation with political 

activity which would gradually erode all personal life and a half-heated 

form of commitment in which politics would matter less than personal 

comforts. Hoederer is a man who has found such a balance; he recognises 

the sacrifices that are necessary in political life but he also ensures that 

his political commitment stops short of fanaticism and intolerance. 

Hoederer's attitude to politics is mature and realistic. There can 

be no doubt of his complete superiority over Rugo in this respect. Isolated 

aspects of Hugo's po~itical outlook, notably his refusal to acapt the 

party's manipulation and reinterpretation of the past, are justified and 

laudable. When confronted with Hoederer) however, Hugo's political beliefs 

are seen to be generally naive and impractical. As abstract mor~l values, 

~irtue and purity are fine; in a concrete political situation they are 
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totally useless. Hoederer's position implies a certain morality of 

political action since he refuses to accept a rigid doctrinaire form of 

socialism, but he totally r2jects the kind of moral stand adopted by Hugo 

which debars any kind of compromise. liLa puret~, c'est une id~e de fakir 

et de moine, 11 (r.1S 210) he tells Hugo. There is an initial choice to be 

made between a world of social peace and spiritual tranqu~ity and a world 

of political action, violence and oontestation, between the pure ethics 

of an ideal state and the restricted morality of revolutionary socialism. 

Hugo's position is all the more contradictory and unacceptable in that, 

having chosen to involve himself politically in the world, he wants to 

pr~serve the absolute purity that can only be safeguarded by a rejection 

of politil6al action. Socialism can only remain pure as an idea. liEn 

attendant, son incarnation dans un pays particulier implique qu'il doit se 

faire," writes Sartre, "et qu~il se d~finit par une infinit~ de rapports 

avec le reste du monde. Par la, si la r6alit~ se forge, la puret~ de 

llidee s'alt~re."20 

Roederer knows that he will often be manoeuvring for positions of 

greater strength for his party and that, at times, he will not re~eal the 

exact nature of the compromise he has been forced to accept. Re agrees 

with Hugo that, in itself, deceit is not admirable; but, in a political 

context, it is inevitable. "Le mensonge, ce nlest pas moi qui llai invent~," 

he declares: "il est n~ dans une soci~te divisee en classes et chacun de 

nous lla herite en naissant." (r·TS 209). The situation confronting the 

individual here assumes a far more concrete social and political meaning 

than it had for Oreste: for, according to Roederer, man is born in a 

society subjedted from the outset to forces of oppression and exploitation 

20. Situations, VIII, P,':.ris, Gallimard, 1972, p. 137. 
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which, by creatine conflicting interests among men, are the real cause of 

an immoral and divided world. These are the forces to which our attention 

whould be drawn through political commitment before we can engisage an ideal, 

unified society in which moral precepts have a meaningful role to play. 

"Ce n'est pas en refusant de mentir que nous abolirons Ie mensonge," adds 

Roederer: "c'est en usant de tous les moyens pour supprimer les classes." 

(1.15 209). Until such a situation has been achieved, Hoederer accepts the 

reality and inevitability, within reasonable limits, of compromise, deceit 

and even of political assassination. By setting Hugo's idealism against 

Roederer's realism and practicality, Sartre was able to present dialectically 

and dramatically "Ie probl~me des exigences de la praxis e l'6poquell21, and to 

an attentive and impartial spectator, the political implications of Les 

Hains sales should be fairly clear. Sartr'e himself suggested as a sui table 

epigf~ph for the playa sentence from Saint-Just on the impossibility of 

governing innocently. "Autrement dit," he continued, "on ne fait pas de 

politique (quelle qu'elle soit), sans se salir les mains, sans ~tre contraint 

a des compromis entre l'id~al et Ie r~el.,,22 In this respect, Sartre's 

play confirms the political message of L'Engrenage, a scenario written in 

1946, two years before Les Nains sales23 • The opposition behreen Jean 

Aguerra, the revolutionary leader who is continually forced to dirty his 

hands to safeguard his country's independence and hopes of socialism, and 

21. Un th~~tre de situations, p. 259. 

22. Franc-Tireur, 23.3.1948 •. 

23. It is interesting to note that the original title of the seenario 
was to have been Les Mains salas, and that, although it has never been 
used as the basis for a film, it has been adapted on several occasions 
for the stage both in France (The~tre de la Ville, February, 1969) 
and abroad. 
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his close friend Lucien, an intellectual who refuses violence under any 

circumstances, prefigures that between Hoederer and Hugo. Although both 

Jean and Hoederer are killed for political reasons, it is ultimately their 

tactics and policies which will be adopted by those who follow them. 

There is no justification in H. Hobson's view that Sartre "intended Les 

Hains sales to end with a flourish, and on a note of triumph" and that, for 

the author, "Hugo won a spiritual victory,,24. The "triumph" of Hugo's purity 

is, in fact, a tragic end to the life of a mature, responsible and heroic 

leader, while it also underlines the part that contingency can play in 

severely restricting the range and scope of the individual's freedom. Some 

years later, Sartre did, in fact, confirm that Hoederer's position was the 

one with which he himself most closely identified. "Hoederer est celui 

que je voudrais etre si j'etais un rnolutionnaire," he declared, "donc 

je suis Hoederer, ne serait-ce que sur un plan symbolique.,,25 In the same 

interview he also reaffirmed that in Hugo he had tried to present some of 

the problems and difficulties experienced by several former students of 

his in coming to terms with the politics of the extreme left, adding that 

he himself had at no time in his life been at the same level of idealism 

as Hugo. 

From a purely t~eatrical point of view many critics believe Les ~lains 

sales to be, by far, Sartre's most successful play. P. Thody, for example, 

describes it as a work of great intellectual interest which is also "the 

most exciting of Sartre's plays to watch,,26. This excitement stems from 

24. The French Theatre of Today, London, Harrap, 1953, p. 107. 

25. Un th~atre de situations, p. 259. 

26. Jean-Paul Sartre: A Literary and Political Study, p. 94. 
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the suspehse created by Hugo's intended assassination of Hoederer. Although 

by the end of the first tableau we know that Hoederer has been killed the 

exact nature and circumstances of his death are not revealed to us, and 

the spectator is constantly wondering when and how the assassination will 

taka place. There are several skilfully contrived moments of suspense before 

Hugo does in fact shoot Hoederer. The first of these occurs when Georges 

and Slick arrive to search Hugo's room. Rugo succeeds in preventing the 

search and the almost certain discovery of his revolver and then, quite 

unexpectedly, Jessica insets that the search take place after all. It is 

only later that we find O;lt that she had t3.ken the revolver which we had 

thought to be in Rugo's suitcase and hidden it in her dress. After this 

initial fright for Hugo, there are several points at which it seems that 

he is about to overcome his uncertainty and shat Roederer; during the 

scene involving Karsky and the Prince, during his violent argument with 

Roederer about political action, and, finally, when Roederer deliberately 

turns his back on him, seemingly offering Hugo his last chance to act. 

In fact, the assassination takes place at the most unexpected time and in 

the most unexpected situation; but the final coup de the~tre is reserved 

for the last tableau when Rugo suddenly decides to assume responsibility 

for Hoederer's death and thus defy the party. From the point of view of 

plot and dramatic movement, Les Nains sales is far superior to a play like 

Les Maches while it is no less rich in ideas. In Les Mouches, however, 

Sartre had made the mistake of expressing his ideas too directly, making 

use of long, demonstrative speeches; in Les Nains sales the ideas are 

expressed through the confrontations between Rugo and Hoederer, where the 

dialogue is sharp and incisive. The characterisation, too, is far better 

than that of Les Mouches. Although the secondary figures like Louis and 

Roederer's two bodyguards have been considerably oversimplified, the 

main characters are boldly and convincingly portraY\ld. "Les personnages 
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de Hugo , avec ses complexes de jeune bourgeois qui ne rejoindra jamais 

Ie peuple," writes T. Haulnier, "d'Olga (sic), inconsciente et habile 

petite femelle, et surtout de Hoederer - un beau et grand pel'sonnage de 

theatre - ont une admirable ~paisseur humaine.,,27 The dialogue between 

Hugo and Hoederer is a fascinating and powerful the~trical experience 

which holds the attention of the audience both in the character of the 

two people involved and in the political issues which they raise. Whereas 

in Les Houches the philosophical and political ideas, although interesting 

in themselves, had seemed contrived and therefore 

detached from the situation in which they were presented, the ideas in 

Las Hains sales are inseparable from the characters and from the political 

situation in which we find them. Thus the spectators of Les Mouches may 

well find themselves reflecting on order and freedom without any direct 

relation to the figures of Jupiter and Oreste, but political realism and 

intellectual idealism in Les Hains sales are so powerfully incarnated 

in performance by Hoederer and by Hugo that such a confrontation is far 

more readily and closely related to the two main characters in the play. 

Sartre's only cause for dissatisfaction with Les Mains sales is 

simply that it has been interpreted in a way which distorts the play's 

intended meaning, a meaning which an attentive reading of the text does 

not belie. Sartre attributed the hostile reaction of the Communists to 

the fact that under Stalin all criticism of the left was a sign of oppo-

sition, and also to his part in the formation of the R.D.R., something 

which he himself admitted to being a political mistake.
28 

He also recog

nises that, although the play revolves around the dialogue between Hugo 

27. Spectateur, 6.4.1948. 

28. See Un th~atre de situations, p. 259. 
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and Hoederer and thus treats the question of political commitment dialec-

tically, the events are all seen through Hugo's eyes with the result 

that he becomes the central character with whom one identifies. It is 

this identificat~on which can blind the spectator to the real implications 

of the play especially since, from a purely human point of view, one tends 

to have particular sympathy for the plight of someone young who is basically 

sincere but lacking in confidence and feeling estranged from the world 

around him. The ambiguity of Les Hains sales stems from the fact that, 

unlike Les Mouches, the meaning of the play does not coincide with the 

point of view of its central character. In this respect Sartre's next 

play, Le Diable et Ie Bon Dieu. (the theme of which was originally conceived 

the day after the dress rehearsal of Les Hains 8ales29 )is far closer both in 

tone and structure to the bold, clear-cut affirmations of Les Mouches, and 

thus resolves any doubts as to the progress and development of Sortre's 

thought. The evolution of Goetz, the central figure in Le Diable et Ie Bon 

Dieu30 , states quite unambiguously the nature of political commitment in -
an oppressed and divided society, and represents a positive movement away 

from the individualism of Oreste and the idealism of Hugo. "Hugo est un jeune 

idealiste bourgeois ~ui ne comprend pas les n~cessit6s de l'action concr~te," 

observes Sartre. "Goetz, c'est un Hugo qui se convertit."3l• It is natural, 

therefore, that Sartre should see Le Diable et Ie Bon Dieu as a sequel to 

Les I~ins sales despite the apparent dissimilarity in the social and 

political background to each play. Le Diable et Ie Bon Dieu is set in 

29. 

30. 

31. 

See Opera. 25.4.19510 

All textual references are taken from Le Diable et Ie Bon Dieu, Paris, 
Gallimard, 1951, and ~ill be incorporated in the thesis in the following 
abbreviated form: (DD •• ). Eg. (DD 20) = La Diable et Ie Bon Dieu. p.20. 

Paris-Presse-L'Intransigeant, 7.6.1951. 
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sixteenth century Germany at the time of the Reformation, a period of 

widespread social as well as religious unrest culminating in the Peasant 

uprising of 1525. It was, however, clear that Sartre had chosen this 

particular period not from any great historical interest, but simply 

because mt offered a ready-made framework into which he could transpose 

the political issues of the time. Although he was at pains to ensure that 

the period he had chosen was presented as accurately as possible, the 

plot itself was entirely fictitious, inspirdd in part from a play by 

Cervantes eEl Rufian dichoso) which Sartre had not in fact read but had 

heard recounted by J.-L. Barrault32• 

Goetz's ininerary resembles the journey of Oreste in Les Mouches 

far more than that of Hugo in Les Hains sales. Hugo does briefly experience 

a new sense of commitment and responsibility, but unlike Oreste and Goetz 

there is no basic change in his outlook and ideals since he remains faith

ful to the moral values he had tried to defend in front of Howderer. Both 

Oreste and Goetz, however, discover a new identity and vocation incompatible 

with their previous attitude. Oreste progresses from an attitude of 

detachment and indifference towards a life of action, while Goetz starts 

from a life of action which is falsified by a concern for appearances and 

moves towards an authentic form of political commitment based on a more 

modest and more practical approach to reality. The inauthenticity of 

Goetz's conduct, first as a tyrannical military leader and later as a 

servant of God, is shown by his obsession with a certain fixed identity 

or essence. Like the three characters in Huis clos, Goetz tries to capture 

this identity in the reaction of those around him. In the first part of 

the play (act 1), for example, he has assumed the mantle of evil, valuing 

each of his acts not as an end in itself but as a means of arousing horror 

and loathing in others. "Ce que j'aime en tOi," he tells Catherine, "c'est 

32. See La Force des choses, p. 256. 
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l'horreur que je t'inspire." (DD 52). Later, when Goetz learns that his 

• 
brother Conrad is dead, he announces that he will take iwnediate possession 

of the lands and the family chateau. This announcement, so soon after the 

news of Conrad's death, reveals a total lack of respect and compassion for 

his dead brother, and Goetz then thinks of the most outrageous action be 

can perform to show his contempt for family ties and traditiou - to sleep 

with a prostit~te in the bed onca slept in by his mother. Naturally, he 

imagines the chateau haunted by irldignant ghosts and Catherine tartly 

observes: IIC' est vrai, cabotin, que ferais-tu sans public?1I (DD 74). "iJ'hen, 

in the second part of the play (adts 2 & 3), Goetz sets out to overcome 

evil and to teach the value of Christian love, the nature of his actions 

has changed but not the basic intent. He is still preoccupied with his 

identity, with the success or failurJ of his efforts to create a certain 

image. He thus attaches great importance to his encounter with Heinrich 

for the latter has promised to decide whether or not Goetz has succeeded 

in his tlIierprise. "Va, fouille-moi jusqu' a. I' ~tre," Goetz tells him," 

"puisque c'est mon Hre qui est en cause." (DD 259). Vitiated by the 

concern for appearances, all Goetz's actions, whether aimed at good or 

evil have been mere gestures. "Un acte qu'on accoriJ,plit pour Hre," writes 

Ssrtre, "ce n'est plus un acte, c'est un gestli.,,33 The same criticism 

can be made of the three characters in Huia clos, but, whereas Garcin's 

gestures, for example, had been intended for his friends in Mexico, Goetz, 

although testing his image on people like Catherine andHein.rich, is 

ultimately concerned with an identity of absolute good or evil, and thus 

sees himself in confrontation with the supreme judge of all - God. "Je 

ne daigne avoir affaire <iu'a Dieu," he proudly declares toHeinrich, "les 

monstres et les saints ne rel~vent que de lui." (DD 66). 

33. Saint Genet. com~dien et martyr, p. 75. 
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An overwhelming pride and an exalted feeling of solitude are the 

direct consequences of Goetz's self-objectification in the eyes of God. 

When he is intent on evil, he remains unmoved by the misery and suffering 

for which he is responsible because he is indifferent to the world of men. 

Thus, when Nasty tries to persuade him to ally himself to the peasant army 

instead of performing indiscriminate acts of violence which mer31y rein

force the e~tablished order, Goetz feveals his complete contempt for 

humanity. "Dieu m'entend, c'est a Dieu que je casse les oreilles et 9a me 

suffit," he replies, "car c'est Ie seul ennemi qui soit diene de moi." 

(DD 105). He delights in imagning God's fear and apprehension as he pre

pares to attack Worms and raise it to the ground. He sees himself as 

"l'homme qui met Ie Tout - Puissant mal a. l'aise" (DD 115), and glories 

in being without equal among other men, believing himself to be the only 

person who does evil for the sake of evil and against God. Moreover, the 

vision he has of himself, unlike the fa~ade of heroism with which Garcin 

had tried to impress his friends, is not a hollow pretence but is supported 

by actions for which he claims total responsibility. Evil, he declares, 

"c'est mon seul empire et je suis seul dedans: ce qui sly passe n'est 

imputable quIa moi".(DD 115). Goetz's sudden conversion to the cause of 

absolute good is brought about when he is told by Hahrich that evilmigns 

naturally in~he world and that it is impossible to realise a perfect state 

on earth. Goetz cannot resist such a challenge for his whole aim in life 

is to prove his uniqueness and superiority over other men. Henrich is 

at first reluctant to bet against Goetz achieving what he claims to be 

impossible. "Tu as tort; tu m'apprends que Ie Bien est impossible, je parie 

donc que je ferai Ie Bien," declares Goetz: "c'est encore la meilleure 

fa~on d' ~tre sa.ul." (DD 119). Although he pretends that his decision 

depends on the chance result of a game of dice with Catherine, Goetz 

ensures that he loses the game and thus takes on Heinrich's challenge by 

deliberately cheating. Moreover, just as he had accepted no compromise 
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in his pursuit of evil, so he intends no half measures in his pursuit 

of good. "Je ne ferai pas Ie Bien a la petite semaine," he tells Nasty, 

" •••• Gr~ce a moi, agant la fin de l'ann~e, Ie bonheur, l'amour et la 

vertu regneront sur dix mille arpents de terre." (DD 139). Although 

Goetz's original intention in turning to good, and the manner in which 

he sets out to accomplish his aims reveal his underlying pride, his failure 

to sustain an isolated, peace-loving COIDnlunity in the midst of the peasants' 

growing unrest and rebell~usness seems to have had a salutary effect on 

him. He decides to withdraw from the world and embrace a life of peni

tence and self-abnegation, thus abandoning further spectacular and gran-

diose attempts to save his fellow men. There is, however, in Sartre's 

eyes, no radical difference between Goetz's defiance of God and his 

humility before God. "L'homme se croit beaucoup trop interessant quand 

il se confronte avec Dieu ••• ; beaucou~ trop interessant encore quand il 

se prosterne devant Dieu," he declared in an interview with J. Duch~: 

"Jean Genet a tres bien dit que le pire orgueil est l'humilit,.,,34 

Goetz's pursuit of the absolute is not dissimilar to Hugo's refusal 

of political compromise and concern for purity; both characters are, in 

fact, out of touch with the social and political reality of the world in 

which they live. Umlike Hugo, however, Goetz eventually discovers the 

futility of his life's efforts. He realises that, whether he has tried 

to achieve good or evil, his action has had the same long-term consequences: 

he has merely contributed to greater violence and suffering. The basic 

structure of society and the collective problems of humanity are unaffected 

by Goetz's spectacular feats of cruelty and benevolence. Nasty had been 

the firtt to un;ierline the results of ~oetz's wvil. "Tu sers les grands, 

Goetz", he had declared, "et tu les serviras quoi que tu fasses: tolb.te 

34. Le Figaro litteraire, 30.6.1951. 
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destruction brouillonne, affaiblit les faibles, enrichit les riches, 

accroit la puissance des puissants." (DD 102). Goetz's attempts to over

come man's suffering by creating the "Cit~ du Soleil", a community where 

there is no material inequality and where each is taught to love his 

neighbour, are only successful in the short-term. Karl denounces the 

absurd idealism of Goetz's project, of trying to remain ~solated from 

the rest of society and from the bitter confrontation between the barons 

and the peasants. "Si les paysans remportent la victoire, craignez qu'ils 

ne brG.lent la Cite du Soleil pour vous punir de les avoir trahis," he 

cries. IIQuant aux Seigneurs, s'ils gagnent, ils ne tol~reront pas qu'une 

terre noble demeure aux mains de serfs." (DD 205). It is, in fact, the 

peasants who destroy Goetz's co~nunity when it refuses to join them in 

their armed uprising against the barons. Goetz's efforts to achieve 

good thus end in total failure while, far from having remained outside 

the bitter struggle that is going on around him, he learns through Nasty 

that, by banishing the priests from his community, he has weakened 

the authority of the Church in other areas and has thus paved the way 

for militant and undisciplined prophets of Revolution like Karl. He is 

therefore indirectly responsible for the peasants' premature uprising, and 

when he tries to warn them of the rout that awaits them he finds that he 

is powerless to change their minds. Gr~dually Goetz awakens to the 

realities of a world of widespread social disorder and unrest, a world to 

which, in his pride and isolationism, he had at first remained Subbornly 

blind. 

Goetz's relationship with the absolute has not only failed to 

change the basis of society, it has also made him into a totally inhuman 

figure. This seems perfectly consistent with the desire for evil, but not 

with the desire for good. Certainly, the construction of the liCit' du Soleil" 

seems, in itself, to be a laudable and charitable project. It is the 
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failure of this project and Goetz's sudden realisation of human frailty 

and sinfulness which mark the turning point in his pursuit of good. 

He now believes that man, with all his iwperfections, is an obstacle 

between himself and God, and that only by renouncing the imperfect world 

in which he had hitherto struggled can he attain ultimate perfection. 

"Ah! je n'aurais jamais dO. m'occuper des hommes: ils g~nent," he 

decides. "Ce sont des broussailles qu'il faut ~carter pour parvenir 

& toL" (DD 235). This decision to concentrate on a life of total commu

nion with God also leads Goetz to fight even more ardently against the 

frailties of his own person and to pursue a life of extreme asceticism. 

He has a sudden premonition that the path to absolute good, like the 

path to absolute evil, passes throuGh the same experience of hatred for 

human life. "Cette haine de l'homme, cs m6pris de moi-m~me," he asks 

himself, "ne les ai-je pas d~j~ cherch6s, quand j'6tais mauvais?" (DD 236). 

But Goetz is determined that nothing shall now aivert him from the end he 

has in sight. His dedication to God is so complete that he feels no 

attachment to the things of the earth. "Je n'aime que Dieu et je ne suis 

plus sur terre," (DD 238) he tells Hilda. He assumes the faults and sins 

of mankind in punishing and tormenting his own body, and equates absolute 

good with the purification of man, a p~rification which glorifies the 

spirit and sees the body as "une chiennerie ll (DD 250) or tIle sac d'excr6ments" 

(DD 253). Goetz's path towards what he believes to be spiritual salvation 

thus leads him to declare with cold, implacable logiC that he is nothing, 

but that God is everything, and that he must destroy himself as a man 

to attain the purity of a saint. 

Goetz's rejection of the absolute and awakening to relative human 

values is precipitated by the arrival of Henrich. The latter has come to 

bear judgement on Goetz's proud boast that he would succeed in doing good 

where all others had failed. First of all, Goetz is forced toacknowledge 
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the basic pretence underlying his good intentions. "Ainsi done tout 

n'~tait que mensonge et com~die?" he asks. "Je n'ai pas agi: j'ai fait 

des gestes." (DD 262). He makes no attewpt to hide the truth from 

himself; he readily acknowledges his failure to bring peace and happiness 

into the world, and then admits that the same dEtructiveness and inhumanity 

have marked his efforts at evil and at good, for, in both instances, his 

ultimate concern had been hot his fellow men, whom he had treated with 

either indifference or contempt, but God. "Authe ...... fois je violais les 

~mes par la torture, a pr~sent je les viole par Ie Bien •••• ce n'est 

pas Ie Bien qui est sorti du comet a d~s: c'est un Mal pire," he says. 

"Qu' importe d'affilleurs: monstre ou mint, je m'en foutais, je voulais 

@tre inhumain. " (DD 263). But the sudden realisation that the path to 

absolute good had been the result of his own initiative and invention 

~d not the will of God leads Goetz to question the existence of the one 

Being he had either challenged or served throughout his adult life. 

Goetz's personal experiences have taught him that man finds himself in a 

world in which he is left to forge his own destiny, alone and without 

guidance. Moreover, if man is alone in the choice of his identity, he must 

also be alone in attributing guilt or according absolution to himself. 

Goetz therefore concludes that the certainty of his own existence and powers 

of self-determination is proof that God does not exist, and that the absolute 

which had so fascinated him is a man-made mirage. The disappearance of 

God marks the first step in Goetz's liberation and return to reality. "II 

n'existe pas," he declares triumphantly to HEinrich. "Joie, pleurs de joilit 

Alleluia. Fou! Ke frappe pas: je nous d~livre. Plus de Ciel, plus d'El~er: 

rien que la Terre." (DD 268). He is forced to kill Heinrich who refuses 

to live in a world devoid of spiritual ab~olution, and the transformation 

Goetz has undergone is shown by the way he reacts to Hilda's presence. 

"Nous n I avons plus de t~moin," he tells her, "je suis seul ~ voir t.es 

cheveux et ton front. Comme tu es vraie depuis qu'ffil n'est plus." (DD 271). 



- 274 -

Goetz's awakening is thus heralded by a very clear and strong sense 

of rsality and warks the emergence of an authentic relationship between 

himself and the outside world: it femains for him, however, to define 

the nature of his commitment in that world. 'fhe most important diEcovery 

he has made in this respect is that, without a God to defy or obey, all 

action is limited to man's concrete, historical situation and has no meaning 

outside that situation. Goetz can no lonGer try to stand outside history 

and remain indifferent to the political issues which reflect the struggles 

and aspirations of the men of his time. He kl10WS that he is now as deeply 

involved in these issues as the barons who are trying to prote~t their lands 

and as the peasants who are trying to wrest the wealth and power from them. In 

the open and violent confrontation between the barons and peasants, Goetz 

knows that he must choose to support one side or the other, and that, in 

choosing, he will lay the foundations for a course of political action. His 

efforts at good and evil had merely exacerbatccd the hardships and difficul

ties of the peasants; now, however, it is their cause that he chooses to sup

port by jo~ning their army and by opposing the social order represented by 

the Church and the nobility. This choice and political commitment signals 

the end of Goetz's pride and aloofness, since he now recognises the need 

for modesty and the value of solidarity, and the end too of hisnihumanity, 

since in joining the peasants' army he recognises the specifically human 

issues which are at stake and identifies with the peasants' demands for 

social justic~3. Goetz's role as a superman is over. "Je veux ~tre un homme 

parmi les hommes," (DD 275) he tells l;asty, echoing the words of Oreste in 

Les I:.ouches, and asks that he be enlisted in the peasant army as a ~)rivate 

witho1l1t special powers or privileges. Nasty, however, refuses, pointing 

out that Goetz can serve the peasants far more effectively by bking over 

the leadership of the army, and that the difference between a leader and an 

oriinary soldier is one of function and not of status. Goetz hesitates 
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but finally aco:pts Nasty's proposals, realising that he is not only the 

most experienced and competent person to lead the peasant army, but that 

he will be readily accepted by the peasants themselves. This acceptance 

of Goetz by the pe~sants together with his attitude to the position that 

he will occupy reflects Sartre's own personal ideal of political leader-

.. 35 
sh~p • 

The paradox of Goetz's position is that his new-found humanity and 

solidarity do not exclude the use of violence and cruelty as necessary 

political weapons in working towards a more tolerant and human society. 

Goetz has passed through a stage of idealism in which, like Hugo, he had 

refused all forms of compromise. The experiment of pure love, exemplified 

by the "Cit~ du Soleil", had failed. Now, like Hoederer, he adopts a 

mature and realistic approach to the situation. In a sodety where men are 

divided and interests are directly opposed, force is inevitable if this 

opposition is to be overcome and if a new society is to be created where 

the interests of all are flecognised and respected. "Je voulais l'amour 

pur: ri9.iserie; s'aimer, c'est halr le m@me ennemi," Goetz announces to 

Nasty: "j'~pouserai done votre haine •••• j'accepte d'~tre mauvais pour 

devenir bon." (DD 275-6). Goetz's first 8~perience of this realism is 

soon forced upon him; he must cold-bloodedly stab a rebellious soldier 

in order to maintain discipline in the army and safeguard the peasants' 

interects in the forthcoming war with the barons. He thus proves his 

solidarity with the peasants by an act of murder, a situation which recalls 

that of Oreste who only feels an integral part of the community of Argos 

after murdering Clytemnestre and Egisthe and exposing himself to the 

vengeance of the furies. Commenting on this po~nt, Narcel writes: "Le 

crime apparalt comme la condition d'une communion reelle entre les 

hommes, le sang vers~ peut seul cimenter une union v~ritable.,,36 

35. See "Sartre repond aux jeunes" in L'Express, no. 455, 3.3.1960. 

36. L'Heure th~atrale, p. 218. 
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Goetz's answer, and indeed that of Sartre himself, to this objection is 

that one can only achieve solidarity with ahe's fellow men by actively 

involving oneself in their problems and contradictions, and this means 

entering a criminal world and joining the bitter political struggle 

for a just and free society. "Les hommes d'aujourd'hui naissent criminels," 

observes Goetz, "il faut que je revendique ma part de leurs crimes si je 

veux ma part de leur amour et de leurs vertus." (nD 275). 

Goetz's political commitment is not just an example of authentic 

action as opposed to the spedtacular gestures aimed at good and evil: it 

should be seen more specifically as a form of "praxis", of man's confronta-

tion with material need, - experienced above all by the peasants in their 

poverty and deprivation -, and of his efforts to transform his social 

condition by concrete, political action. Although sY0pathdtic to the 

political implications of the play, F. Jeanson does contest the authen-

ticity of Goetz's final declarations. He suggests that his desire to 

return to reality and to become "un homme parmi les hommes" (DD 275) 

indicates his lingering preoccupation with beihg, and therefore concludes 

that the real motivation underlying Goetz's decision to lead the peasant 

army is not the hope of change but "Ie r~ve d'~tre l'Homme a. force de se 

fondre dans la Realite humaine, - comme il avait d'abord tent~ de 

s 'identifier, tour a tour, au lilal, puis au Bien, puis a l'absolu neant 

d'une cr~ature de Dieu,,37. It was certainly not Sartre's intention to 

present Goetz in this light since this would rob the play of any sieni-

ficant movement or ultimate illumination by reducing the plot to an 

unchanging succession of gestures. In fact, Goetz's final words are 

clearly intended by Sartre to indicate the humility of a man who, without 

reference to any predetermined values or outside observers, commits himself 

Le Probl~me moral et la pensea de Sartre, suivi de Un guidam nomme 
Sartre. Paris, ~ditions du Seuil, 1965, p. 323. 
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freely and totally to a certain course of action. 38 If there is a 

hint or trace of inauthenticity in Goetz's political commitment it 

should re seen as an unavoidable element of action in as much as to perform 

an act almost invariably implies consciousness of performing an act. It is, 

however, only when this cohscioasness allows itself to become fasd:inated 

and guoed by the attitude and reaction of others, as in the scenes before 

Goetz's awakening, or as in Huis clos, for example, that action ceases 

to be an "acte", a source of liberation and fulfilment, and becomes a 

Pgeste", a force of enslavement and self-estrangement. From a political 

point of view, Goetz's position represents a move not only towards collective, 

organised action, but also tONards a radical and revolutionary outlook. 

The em:periment of the "Cit~ du Soleil" was destined to fail bec3.use it 

concentrated on an isolated effect of social exploitation with no regard 

for its underlying cause, and the same short-sightedness is evident in 

Hilda's devotion to the poor. By leading the peasants in a long, bitter 

and violent struggle against the barons, Goetz is effectively tackling 

the fundamental causes of poverty and inequality, since he hopes to bring 

about the downfall of a class-structured societ~ whose wealth, together 

with the privileges and influence that it ensures, is the exclusive 

pr e rQ',gative of the class in power. 

Le Diable et Ie Bon Dieu thus ends by confirming the realism and 

coherence of Nasty's political stand. Throughout the play he had stood 

by certain beliefs and ultimately these are the beliefs which Goetz 

adopts. All Nasty's efforts have been directed towards the preparation of 

fla cit~ de Dieu" (DD 103)39, a perfect society in which there will be 

38. 
39. 

See "Sartre r~pond aux jeunes" in L'Exnress, no. 455, 3.3.1960. 

An echo of St. Augmstine whose work La Cit6 de Dieu (in Oeuvres de 
Sai*~ Augustin, 5e s~rie , vols 33-7, Paris, Descl~e Be Brouwer, 
1959-60) opposes the spiritual city of God to the temporal city of 
man. In La Diab1e et 1e Bon Dieu, however, Nasty's project implies 
a revolutionary and not a 6hristian morality, and St. Augustine's 
opposition between God and man is reversed in the play to underline 
the supertrity of human values over spiritual values. 
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equ~lity and fraternity; but he knows that thera will have to be 

violence to achieve such an end, and that the peasants will have no 

chance of overthrowing the barons unless they are disciplined, organised 

and united in the recognition of their common aims and interests. Goetz 

is an a&enturer, standing aloof from the rest of society, who is converted 

to the beliefs of a hardened revolutionary. The initial opposition between 

Goetz and Nasty reflects, to some extent, the opposition between Rugo and 

Roederer in Les Hains sales. The conclusion of Le Diable et Ie Bon Dieu, 

is, however, far more optimistic since Goetz learns to accept the com

promise which Hugo had refused. The acceptance of compromise necessitated 

by political action does not, however, mean a cyhical disregard for 

suffering, nor an end to personal responsibility and anguish. This had 

been clearly visible in the attitude of Roederer in Les 111ains sales, while 

at the end of Le Diable et Ie Bon Dieu, Nasty finds himself in an unenviable 

and humiliating situation which brings home to him some of the bitter 

realities of revolutionary commitment. The premature revolt of the peasants 

has resulted in heavy losses and Kasty now discovers, to his horror, that 

the morale of the troops can only be sustained by recourse to magic and 

superstition. "Connais-tu plus singuliere bouffonnerie," he asks Goetz: 

"moi , qui hais Ie mensonge, je mens a mes fr~res pour leur donner Ie 

courage de se faire tuer dans une guerre que je hais •••• Goetz, je ne 

connaissais ni la solitude ni la d~faite ni l'angoisse et je suis sans 

recours contre elles." (DD 280). The setbacks experienced by both Nasty 

and Goetz make them into more understanding and mature politifal leaders 

in contrast to the blind revolutionary fervour of Karl. The latter's 

lack of patience and disciplihe represents a potentially dangerous and 

divisive force which will ultimately jeopardise the success of the peasant~ 

uprising. 
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Goetz's political conversion does not mean the end of morality 

but, as H.-A. Burnier observes, indicates "que la morale ne se d6finit 

qu'au niveau d'~ne praxis concrete, engag~e dans l'Histoire et attentive 

~ la situation et a ses n6cessit~s,,40. Since History is not fixed and 

static, man is constntly confronted with ever-changing situations and 

problems, and cannot therefore act according to permanent, unchanging moral 

principles. He does, however, act with a certain end in view and this 

provides the basis for the general orientation of each act. In political 

terms, this means working towards a self-regulating, classless society in 

which no individual or group of individuals can be used or exploited by 

anoS-her. "Notre libert~ aujourd' hui," declared Sartre in reply to a 

letter by Camus, "n!;est rien d'autre que Ie libre choix de lutter pour 

devenir libres,,4l. In this reppect, Sartre's political outlook is far 

broader than it had been during the war years , when the aim of the 

Resistance was the overthrow of the Germans and not social revolution, 

and far closer to the aims and policies of the Communists, a development 

which is reflected in the change from the individualism of Oreste to 

Goetz's belief in eollective action. "Le contraste entre Ie d6part 

d'Oreste a la fin des Mouches et Ie ralliement de Goetz", comments Simone de 

Beahvlhir, "illustre Ie chemin parcounl par Sartre de l' atti tude anarchiste 

a I' engagement. ,,42 1·1any critics are, however, more guarded on this point. 

Po Thody, for example, recognises the development in Sartre's ideas but 

claims that the political implications of Le Diable et Ie Bon Dieu remain 

d ' 1 43 excee ~ng y vague. i-Iarcel even goes as far as to contest the whole 

40. Les Existentialistes et la politigue, p. 83. 

41. Situations, IV, Paris, Gallimard, 1964, p. 110. 

42. La Force des choses. p. 261. 

43. See Jean-Paul Sartre: A Literary and Political Study, p. 108. 
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political basis of Goetz's position. "L'e~p~ce de prom~theisme qui 

s'affirme dans la derniere declaration de Goetz," he writes, "permettrait 

de justifier n'importe quoi, y compris les horreurs nazies ou staliniennes.,,44 

This is not, in fact, a fair critical judgement since Goetz's final 

deitlaration - "11 y a cette guerre A faire et je la ferai." (DD 282) -

only becomes a glorification or justification of violence and tyrrany 

when seen in isolation from the specific situation confronting him. Goetz 

does not choose to support the existing social order and ruthlessly stamp 

out all opposition or dissension, but decides to joint the fight against 

such an order by defending the interests of a large and grossly under

privileged section of the community. Clearly Sartre is affirming his 

support for the activity of a revolutionary political party, but it is 

unreasonable to expect him to explore or anawse the exact nature of such 

activity in a work of fiction written for the stage. Nor does he examine 

in Le Diable et Ie Bon Dieu the exact nature of political morality although 

all forms of pure or absolute morality are clearly rejected. Exponents 

of the latter, like Hugo for example, are condemned by their very vision 

of life to remain enclosed in an unreal world totally unrelated to the 

basic facts of human existence. "Goetz succeeds where Hugo failed," writes 

A. I·lanse r , "because he comes to terms with himself and the real world, 

reaches authenticity by a realistic assessment of his own situation. 1I45 

Political commitment also means the end to the kind of idealism which per

suades the individual that he will always be safe from unpleasant choices 

since he will always be free to base his choice on something of which he 

44. Les Nouvelles litteraires, 26.12.1968. 

45. Sartre: A Philosophic Study, p. 237. 
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approves. Goetz's support of the peasants explodes this form of idealism 

because it involves accepting all the unpleasant risks and consequences 

of a long, drawn out war. In this respect, the play mirrors very closely 

Sartre's own political experiences in the years following the Liberation. 

The failure of the R.D.R. and the ineffectual agitation of the non-

Communist left had convinced Sartre that no real progress was possible 

towards socialism outside the Communist Party. "A partir de 1950", he 

declared, "on a compris qu'il n'~tait pas question de choisir ce que lIon 

peut aimer, mais selon une optique beaucoup plus gen~rale. II fallait se 

mettre du cate de ceux qui risquaient, de ceux que leur int~ret poussait 

a vouloir la paix, donc des Sovie tiques. ,,46 S:;rtre' s rapprochement with 

the Communists is reflected in Le Diable et Ie Bon Dieu, first performed 

in 1951, and in a series of articles written for Les Temps modernes the 

following year, entitled "Les comrnunistes et la paix,,47. 

Throughout his attempts at good and evil Goetz had lived in proud 

isolation from the rest of SOCiety, but the conversion to pomitical action 

does not mean t~ ehd of his solitude. Having takeu over the leadership 

of the army, he tells l;asty that he will remain "seu1 avec ce ciel vide 

au-dessus de (sa) t~te, puisqu' (il) n'a pas d'autre maniere d'~tre avec 

tous". (DD 282). C. Launay has suggested that Goetz is no nearer to the 

peasants than Hugo had been to people like Georges and Slick. "l'~ais n' y 

a-t-i1 pas, de Goetz aux paysans dont il epouse la r6volte," he asks, "la 

m@me distance qu'entre Hugo dans Les Hains sales, qui veut liquider sa 

mauvaise conscience de bourgeois dans l'action militante, et ses compagnons 

46. Interview with H.-A. Burnier in l·1e,rch, 1961. See Les Existentialistes 
et la politigue, pp. 80-1. 

47. These articles are reprinted in Situations, VI, pp. 80-384. 
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que la faim et l'humiliation ont conduits au Parti?,,48. This is not 

altogether true in that Goetz is fairly readily accepted by the peasants 

whereas Georges and Slick remain suspicious of Hugo, while he is also .. 
more authentically committed to action than Hugo; but Goetz realises 

that his new-found political solidarity with the peasants does not mean 

a loss of identity in a vast, impersonal colledtivity. Ris situation is, 

in this respect, similar to that of H08derer and the attitude and outlook 

of the two leaders isvery striking, the basic difference lying in the fact 

that Hoederer is an established and experienced revolutionary and Goetz 

is a relatively inexperienced con~ert to political action. It is interesting 

to note that, according to Simone de Beauvoir, Goetz "est l'incarnation 

parfaite de l'homme d'action, tel que Sartre Ie concevait,,49, although F. 

Jeanson, suspicious of Goetz's sense of spectacle and inclination towards 

self-affirmation, prefers the greater maturity and more sober approach of 

Roederer. 50 There is, however, one important aspect of Goetz's character 

not found in Hoederer in which Sartre was able to express something of his 

own personal experiences as an intel12ctual in his uneasy relationship with 

the Communist Party. Because he is a batard, half-nobleman and half-

commoner, Goetz has found himself occup~ing a difficult and ambiguous 

position in society, and deprived of any r,;al sense of belonging. "Nous 

ne sommes pE et nous n'avons rien," he tells Heinrich, and then adds: 

"Depuis mon enfance, je regarde Ie monde par un trou de la serrure: c'est 

unbeau petit oeuf bien plein ou chacun occupe la place qui lui est 

assignee, mais je peux t'affirmer que nous ne sommes pas dedans." (DD 64). 

48. Le Diable et Ie Bon Dieu. coIl. "Profil d'une oeuvre", no. 15, Paris, 
Hatier, 1970, p. 44. 

49. La Force des choses, p. 261. 

50. See "Le thea.tre de Sartre ou les hommes en proie a l'homme" in Livres 
de France, no. 1, janvier, 1966, p. 10. 
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In her comments on Le Diable et Ie Bon Dieu, Simone de Beauvoir emphasises 

the significance of this situation,"la b~tardise symbolisant la contra

diction vecue par Sartre entre sa naissance bourgeoise et son choix 

intellectual,,5l • By virtue of his great critical self-awareness the 

intellectual committee to political action is also ~nsitive to the conflict 

between individual and collective needs, between his own subjectivity and 

the objective aims of politics, and this is reflected in Goetz's basic 

solitude. A sentence written by S2rtre to describe the political commitment 

of his friend Paul Nizan applies with equal force not only to Godtz but 

also to Sartre himself: "Au coeur de l'engagement colle:ctif, il conserverait 

la singularit~ de son inqui~tude.,,52 The relationship of an intellectual 

to a political party can never be based on a blind, unquestioning faith, 

while his acceptance by militant workers will always be coloured with some 

degree of resentment and distrust. Because of his idealism, Hugo merely 

exacerbates this situation whereas Goetz attains a greater degree of 

solidarity by actively involving himself in the peasants' uprising. The 

implications are clear: the barrier that exists between intellectuals and 

workers may never be completely overcome in a class-structured society, but 

in "praxis" peopibe are brought together and united in a common cause. As 

an example of this, Sartre points to the events of May 1968 in Paris. "Le 

mur qui s~pare les intellectuels des tr3.willeurs n'est pas tomb~," he 

writes, "mais la preuve a ~t6 faite qulil pouvait disparaltm dans une action 

commune. ,,53 

The general reaction of the critics when Le Diab1e et 1e Bon Dieu was 

510 La Force des choses. p. 261. 

52. Situations, IV, pp. 180-1. 

53. Situations, VIII, p. 218. 
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first performed in Paris was no more satisfactory than it had been for 

Les Hains sales. The violent and often blasphemous language of some of 

the characters, the scene in which Goetz attempted to win the confidence 

of the peasants by inducing them to beliege that he had received the 

stigmata of Christ, and the final triumphant affirmation of the death 

of God contributed to a highoogree of scandal and controversy with the 

play being described by R. Kemp as "un Soulier de satin athee et blas

ph6matoire,,54 and by T. Naulnier as an "enorme melodrame antireligieux,,55. 

After a successful run in Paris, there followed a short tour of North 

Africa which gave rise to numerous disturbances and even fights among the 

spectators and the play was then banned in several provincial towns in 

France. These incidents could scarcely have pleased Sartre since they 

mrely served to divert attention away from the basic aubject of the play 

which was not an attack on the Church but Goetz's discovery of a realistic 

and practical form of humanism. It is true that this humanism is inc om-

patible with Goetz's experience of religious belief since the effect of 

his relatiohship with God is to blind him to the problems of man on earth. 

After his final confrontation with Heinrich, Goetz is, in fact, faced with 

a radical choice: to continue his relationship with God or to accept the 

imperfect world of men. In choosing the latter, he breaks free from his 

obsession with the absolute and discovers "une morale historique, humaine 

\ ,,56 ItS et particuliere • t is his conversion to humanism with wmich artre 

is primarily concerned and, as such, the death of God is merely presented 

54. La Vie du the~tre, Paris, Al.bin r.1ichel, 1956, p. 234. 

55. Combat, 18.6.1951. 

56. Un th~~tre de situations, p. 269. 
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as an integral part of Goetz's awakening and certainly not as an end worth 

dramatising in itself. 

The sigijificance and theatrical effectiveness of Goetz's awakening 

has, however, been contested on the grounds that it is impossible to take 

his dedication to absolute good seriously (since it is merely a challenge 

to his pride) with the result that , never having experienc,.]d an authentic 

relationship with God, his humanism is, in the words of H. Luthy, "une 

solution de pure th6torique.,,57 Certainly the d'nouement does depend on 

our believing Goetz to be sincere in his pursuit of good, and this point 

is underlined by P. Ricoeur. "Cette monstration de l'inexistence de Dieu 

par l'imposture est l'~tape n6cessaire en direction du sens ~thique, 

politique, revolutionnaire de la piece," he writes. "II faut que soit 

conquise la vonviction que 'Dieu est mort' pour qu'une conscience guGrie 

de l'absolu entre enfin dans la veracite du re1atif,,58. P. Ric.oeur was 

one of the few Catholic critics to find Goetz's search for absolute good 

an effective and convincing representatioh of r~ligiQus faith. He maintains 

that, although some of Goetz's actions, notably in the stigmata scene, 

suggest that he is a conscious impostor, his bitter realisation that he is 

unable to prevent the peasants' uprising and that his attempts at good have 

failed is something which goes far deeper than a self-imposed mask 

of penitence. Goetz's initial imposture thus leads to what he imagines to 

be an authentic re;I;igious experience, a feeling of total nothingness in the 

eyes of God. The interpretation of Pierre Brasseur, who played the part 

of Goetz in the original production of the play by LoUE Jouvet, may 

have contributed to possible misunderstandings on this question. Simone 

57. 

58. 

"Jean-Paul Sartre et le Bon Dieu" in Preuves, no. 5, juillet, 1951, 
p. 10. 

"Reflexions sur Le Diable et Ie Bon Dieu" in Esprit, no. 11, 
novembre, 1951, p. 716. 
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de Beauvoir recalls that he had begun by portraying "un Goetz 6tourdissant", 

but that "il jouait la deuxieme partie en faux jeton alors que, dans sa 

folie d'orgueil, Goetz s'ali~ne sinen-ement a un Bien mensonger ••• ,,60. 

Although the hostility of the Catholic critics to Le Diable et]e 

Bon Dieu was not really unexpected, the hostility of the Communist press 

did come as a surprise. G. Leclerc rather contemptuously entitled his 

review "Le Diable et Ie Bon Dieu a fait ba111er Ie 'Tout Paris''', dismissed 

the subject as a grotesque c2ricature of revolutionary politics and tartly 

concluded: "N. Sartre reste l'auteur des Nains sales.,,61. E. Triolet was 

particularly critical of Sartre's atlampt to establish a parullel between 

contemporar~ political problems and the situation in Germany at the time 

of the peasant revolt. "Or, comme cette analoeie est fausee," she 

declared, "loin d'~claircir les probl~mes d'aujoufd'hui, elle les fausse, et 

l'iu~ologie de l'auteur s'en trouve basee sur une absence de base ••• ,,62. 

She found, for example, Nasty a totally unconvincing figure who bare as 

much resemblance to contemporary revolutionary leaders as did the crovTds 

of ignorant, forlorn peasants to the industiBlised working classes in 1950. 

It is true that it was Sartre's intention to evoke in Le Diable et Ie Bon 

Dieu some of the poiU tical problems and choices facing his generation, but -
he did not set out to write a purely symbolic play where each character 

and situation could hd precisely interpreted in terms of the present. On the 

other hand, he did believe that he was justified in proposing an analogy 

between the situation of society ahd the problems facing the individual 

in post-vmr Europe and in sixteenth century Germany. In each case, ideal 

60. La Force des choses, pp. 259-600 

61. L'Humanit6-Dimanche, 17.6.1951. 

62. Les Lettres frlncaises, 14.6.1951. 
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or absolute values were set against relative human values: on the one 

hand, a sincere longing for an ideal form of socialism conflicted with the 

necessity of choosing either Russia or America, while, on the oth3r hand, 

the ~rength of the Church and of orthodox Christian belief was being 

eroded by a growing social conscience and awareness of basic material 

needs. Having found a period which could throw light on the basic issues 

raised by socialism in Europe in 1950, Sartre took care to depict as 

adcurately as possible its language, beliefs and customs. All the main 

characters in Le Diable et Ie Bon Dieu. although fictitias, are represen-

tative of certain historical types. All of them act and think within 

a specifically religious frame of reference in keeping with the age of 

Luther and the Reformation. l~asty, for example, is a refolutionary leader 

expressing his ideas in the language and beliefs of the sixteenth cantury, 

and thus considers himself a prophet sent to enlighten the people. As for 

Goetz, his attempts to attain spiritual salvation by torturing ~is own 

body ahd scorning all material and temporll attachments may seem a dis-

tortion of authentic Chriztian doctrihe, but they are not out of keeping 

with the imtense religious fervour of the Reformation. One of his mono-

logues, for example, was directly based on a text of St. John of the Cross 

and the scene in which he condemns Hilda's belief in human love was inspired 

from a quotation fand in J. Huizinga's La Fin du moyen ~ge63. 

Like Simone de Beauvoir's Les Bouches inutiles. Le Diable et Ie Bon 

Dieu is basically an allegory in which a particular historical situation 

or period is dramatised to throw into relief a contemporary philosophical 

63. These and other examples of textual borrowings incorporated in the play 
to enhance its hBtorical accuracy are given by Sartre in Le Figaro 
litteraire, 30.6.1951. 
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ana political ~ue2tion. The major difference between these two plays is that 

the action of Les Bouches inutiles is concentrated into a relatively short 

period of time during which the Council of Vaucilles must decide what 

course of action to adopt as the city's sup!,lies of food grcldually dwindle, 

whereas Le Diable et Ie Bon Dieu consists of several similarly dramatic 

moments or situations spanning a period of one year and one day. The play 

thus constitutes something of a chronicle made up of several widely differing 

tableaux ranging from Goetz's military camp outside Worms to the peaceful 

community set up at Atweiler. At the oute.et, the spectators' interest is 

centred on Goetz's pursuit of evil, during which the fate of Worms seems 

balanced on a knne's edge, and this opening section culminates in Goetz 

being challenged to do good and deciding the question by a game of dice. 

From this pOint, our attention focusses on his efforts at good. First, he 

tries to win over the confidence of the peasants, a battle he seems to be 

losing until, in desperation, he resorts to stabbing his hands to convince 

the peasants that he has received the sttgmata of Christ. The future of the 

"ei te du Soleil" is then threatened by growing unrest in other areas and we 

are left wondering if Goetz will be able to forestall the uprising and 

prote=t his community. He fails to do this and, after ,his efforts to reach 

saintliness through self-mortnication, our interest shifts to his confron

tation with Heinrich. The play ends with one more coup de th6~tre as Goetz 

casts aside his preccoupation with being and devotes himself to a life of 

political action. Sartre lightens the overall tone of his work by intro

ducing comic interludes, notably in his satirical teeatment of the Archb~shop 

and the banker, and later in the scene in which Goetz finds his popularity 

challenged by Tetzel's sale of indulgences. These moments of light rel~ 

help to bring variety and balance, and must be a very welcome diversion 

in a play which, in performance, runs for about four hours. 
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Le Diable et Ie Bon Dieu is dominated by its central character to a 

far greater extent than any other of Sartre's previous plays. Goetz is, 

in fact, an enthralling and fascinating theatrical figure, - a fearsome, 

arrogant adventurer with a taste for the spectacular in words as well as 

in deeds. Although the basic political and philosophical message of the 

play and most of the moments of particular theatrical effect are directly 

related to Goetz's progressive self-enlightenment, Sartre does not make 

the misbke of turning the play into an inner monologue, but constructs 

it around a series of confrontations and dialogues. In Les Hains sales 

such confrontations had been limited to the two main chafacters, whereas 

in Le Diable et Ie Bon Dieu there are several vivid and memorable exchanges 

notably be1reen Kasty and Heinrich, two rival spokesmen for the poor, Nasty 

and Goetz, represelhting two different sides to human action, and b:;tween 

Goetz and Hilda, opposing religious and human love. In these exchanges, 

words and ideas tend to predominate over actions. "Ici la s~e sert 

ouverotement a illustrer une th~orie plus quia cerner une realit6," writes 

B. Poira.v-Delpech, "a incarner une dialectique, a e;rossir une pens~e, a 

forcer la voix.,,64 He sees the traditional stage rites being transbfmed 

into "une v~ritable com6rence dialogu~e,,65, but this does not necessarily 

mean that the theatrical experience is any less powerful for it. In fact, 

the ideas expounded on the stage hold the spectators' interest and atten-

tion because, far from being abstract intellectual concepts, they reflect 

a particularly dynamic situation or confrorlntion. In the first tableau, for 

example, Nasty and Henrich do not theorise abstractedly about their res

pective roles as leaders of the pepple but forcibly denounce each other's 

64 Le Honde. 23.11.1968. . -

65. ~. 
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beliefs with clear and incisive language with the result that the 

dramatist is able to present the conflict of ideas in a manner which is 

unqustionably theatrical: 

Heinrich: Tu ne fais peut-@tre pas de mensonge, mais tu ne 
d 1 '"t/ is pas a VeJ. e. 

Nasty: Je ne dis pas la tienne: je dis la nStre. Et, si 
Dieu aime les pauvres, c'est la notre qu'il fera sienne au jour 
du Jugement. 

Heinrich: Eh bien, 1aisse-1ui juger l'.Qvqque. Hais ne verse pas 
1e sang de l'Eglise. 

Nasty: 
hommes. 

Je ne connais qu'uhe Eglise: c'est la soci6te des 

Heinrich: De tous les hommes, alors, de taus 1es chretiens 1i6s 
par l'amour. Nais toi, tu inaugures ta societe par un massacre. 

Nasty: II est trop tSt pour aimer. Nous en acheterons Ie 
droit en versant Id sang. (DD 40-1). 

There have been two major productions of Le Diable et l~ Bon Dieu in 

Paris, the first in 1951 by Louis Jouvet and the second ~n 1968 by ~eorges 

Wilson. Each production emphasised a different aspect of the play. Louis 

Jouvet's production turned out to be his last theatrical engagement before 

he died. He was clearly interested in the epic qu~ities of Sartre's 

play and in turning it into a lavish spectacle, and no effort or expense 

was spared with this end in view. The programme notes revealed the enormous 

amount of work that had gone into the production: widening the stage, 

adjusting stage equipment, fitting 38 spotlights, preparing and designing 

ten different tableaux and 90 costumes. Over 100 technicians had been 

involved in the preparation for Le Diable et Ie Bon Dieu and the number of 

actors and back-stage persol1ne1 involved in the actual pdrformance came to 

121. The numerous crowd scenes helped add to the overall gr~ndeur and 

spectacle, while the subject itself with its important political impli

cations and splendid historical "cadre" is one of the most ambitious of all 

Sartre's plays. "C'est magJhifiquement mont6 et superbement jou~," co@.mented 
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R. Kemp on Jouvet's production. "1e th~atre Antoine est al1~ a. la bataille 

avec une vaillance qui doit @tre admir~e et recompensee.,,66 The contrast 

with the sober anddiscreet staging of the play by the T.N.P. under the 

direction of Georges Wilson could not be more marked. The latter's 

interest lay more in the political and philosophical content of the play 

and he thus greatly reduc8d the element of spectacle, relying on the 

forcefulness and resonance of the spoken word. "A part quelques mouvements 

de foules en haillons terreux sur dalles noires," noted D. Poirot-Delpech 

with evident approval, "Ie spectacle se reduit, in&vitablement et 

heureusement, a. des duos presque statiques d~tournant Ie moins possible 

l'attention de ce qui Eist dit, et qui est tout.,,67 It is probable that the 

two actors who played the part of Goetz also contributdd to the different 

tone of the two productions: the flamboyant Pierre Br.lsseur emphasising 

Goetz's grandiloquence, and the more restrained Fran~ois Perier capturing 

in Goetz something of the anxiEity and insecurity of Hugo (whom P~rier had 

played in the original production of Les l!;ains sales). Finally, it is 

interesting to note that Georges liilson's revival of 1e Diable et Ie Bon 

Dieu came just a few months after the events of ~~y 1968. There is little 

doubt that its political message was considerably enhanced by the agitation 

and unrest of that yEiar which were felt throughout Western Europe, and the 

production is considered by lvI. Contat and H. Rybalka not only to have been 

a~ outstanding success, but also to have played a major part in the rebirth 

in France of political drama.
68 

66. 1a Vie du the~tre, p. 237. 

67. 1e Monde, 23.11.1968. 

68. See introduction to Un th~~tre de situations, p. 11. 
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CHAPTER 7 

The Final Period: Freedom and Social ConGitioning 

In Sartre's early plays, written and performed between 1943 and 

1946, the loss of personal identity had not been directly related to 

the individual's social and political situation. In other words, the 

emphasis had been on personal attitudes and decisions rather than on 

external pressures and forces. Les }lo11ches and Huis clos, for example, 

denounced the attitude of those who sought to evade their freedom and 

responsibility by protesting their helplessness and inability to change 

their life, as well as of those whose actions were governed by the 

opinions and reactions of other people or by pre-conceived ideas. It 

is true that there are important social and political implications in 

Les Mo~ches and also in La Putain respectueuse, and that £gisthe's 

temporal order and the Senator's defence of white supremacy provide a 

hint of the kind of social forces against which the individual must 

frequently struggle. But, at this stage of his work, Sartre had not 

looked closely at the possible effect of such forces on individual 

freedom. Ultimately, the people in Argos and the respectful prostitute 

had been presented with an unconstrained and unconditioned choice: to 

accept or to reject the voice of authority. "Dans n'importe queUe 

circonstance, dans n'importe quel temps et dans n'importe quel lieu," 

Sartre had written about his first four plays, "l'home est libre de se 

choisir tra1tre ou h6ros, U.che ou vainqueur.,,1 Referring to this 

rather summary appraisal of the human condition, Sartre declared 

recently in an interview: "C'est incroyable: je Ie pensais vraimentt,,2 

He had already begun to examine some of the practical problems of 

commitment in Les Hains sa.les and Le Diable et Ie Bon Dieu, emphasising 

1. Un th~atre de situations, p.244. 

2. Situations, IX, p.100. 
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the extent to which political action necessarily entails a severe 

curtailment of individual freedom. For the first time, too, there was 

a glimpse of the way in which the individual's future could be affected 

by his past. Hugo, for example, struggles unsuccessfully to shake off 

the intellectual torment and moral scrupules which he has inherited 

from his middle-class upbringing, while Goetz's pursuit of the absolute 

is directly attributable to his initial rejection by society. Le Diable 

et Ie Bon Dieu ends on a far more positive and hopeful note than 

Les ~lains sales because Goetz is ultimately able to come to terms with 

the present and with the demands of political commitment. In Sartre's 

next three plays, however, the individual does not shake off quite so 

easily the effects of upbringing and social environment which are seen 

to playa large and sometimes decisive part in the formation of his 

intellect and character, and in the curtailment of his freedom. There 

is also another way in which Sartre's rather simplistic theory of free-

dom is refuted in the later plays, namely man's confrontation with a 

situation which denies him any real choice (as between trea.chery and 

heroism, for example). It is with the character of Heinrich in Le Diable 

et Ie Bon Dieu that Sartre first eKamines such a situation. As a priest, 

Heinrich owes allegiance to the Church which supports the existing 

social order and which is therefore on the side of the rich: but Heinrich 

was born among the poor people of Worms for whom he feels particular 

affection and sympathy. When they rebel and imprison the Bishop and his 

followers in the palace, Heinrich is left alone, free to choose between 

the Church and the poor, while Imowing that whatever choice he makes is 

a betrayal of one side or the other. "Ce n'est pas assez de dire qu'il 

y a conflit en lui," observed Sartre. "II est lui-marne conflit. Et Ie 

probleme, pour lui, est absolument sans solution, car il est mystifie 

jusqu'~ la moelle.,,3 

3. Samedi-Soir, 2.6.1951. 
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The sombre but somewhat isolated elements of Les Hains ~ales and 

Le Diable et Ie Bon Dieu indicate an important evolution in Sartre's 

thought and set the tone for bis later work where he is no longer 

directly concerned with political action and with the hope of collective 

freedom, but concentrates his attention on situations which emphasise the 

extent to which the individual's freedom may be threatened, suppressed 

and even turned against him. At first sight, it may seem rather sur-

prising that such sombre preoccupations should have found expression in 

a play like Kean4 which Sartre adapted from a work by Dumas and which, 

according to Simone de Beauvoir, he wrote "en quelques semaines et en 

5 s'amusant beaucoup." It was, in fact, the actor Pierre Brasseur who 

first spoke of Dumas' play to Sartre during performances of Le Diable et 

Ie Bon Dieu, hoping to persuade Sartre to rewrite the play for him. 

There were several reasons why Sartre accepted Brasseur's proposals. 

He clearly felt a certain debt to him for his part in the success of 

Le Diable et Ie Bon Dieu and was, at the same time, a great enthusiast 

of nineteenth century melodrama. The adaptation also involved a challenge 

of a purely technical nature, that of modernisation. Finally, the play 

enabled Sartre to explore a question in which he had become increasingly 

interested since his involvement with the theatre and his acquaintance 

with people like Brasseur, namely the psychology of the professional 

actor. Whereas Dumas had been primarily concerned with dramatising the 

turbulent life of a famous English actor whose energies were devoted as 

much to wild, irresponsible merry-making as to his activities on the 

stage (hence the subtitle D~sordre et g~nie), Sartre was interested in 

such events only in as much as they reflected the inner conflict of a 

tortured and divided person who assumes the identity of a "monstre sacre". 

4. All textual references are taken from Kean, Paris, Gallimard, 1954, 
and will be incorporated in the thesis in the following abbreviated 
form: (K •• ). Eg. (K20) = Keen, p.20. 

5. La Force des chases, p.320. 
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His adaptation thus concentrates on the question of reality and 

illusion, doing and appearing, the "acte" and the "geste", and bears 

certain similarities with Huis clos. Just as Garcin and Estelle, for 

example, have forsaken self-determination to uphold a certain image or 

appearance, so Kean finds that the mask adopted for the stage continues 

into his private life, with the result that each of his actions is often 

no more than a theatrical pose. There is also a striking similarity 

between the triangle of relationships involving Garcin, Estelle and In~s 

and those between Kean, Elena and the Prince of Wales. Each of the 

three characters in Kean has tried to establish a certain identity in 

the eyes of other people and, in their relationship with each other, 

each has tried to use or exploit the other for his or her own ends. 

Elena needed Kean for the glorification of love, Kean sought in Elena 

revenge for his rejection by high society, and the ~rince of Wales 

wanted to capture Kean's experience of love by pursuing Elena himself. 

"No us vivons tous trois de l'amour des autres et nous sommes tous trois 

incapables d'aimer," Kean tells Elena. "Tu voulais mon amour; moi Ie 

tien, lui Ie nBtre. Quel chass'-crois'!" (K199). 

The main difference between Huis clos and ~ is that, in the 

former, the psychology of the three characters is not related to a 

specific social context. The play thus suggests that Garcin, Estelle 

and Ines are types rather than examples of a particular age and society. 

In~, on the other hand, the conflict and turmoil of the main char

acter can only be fully understood within the context of nineteenth 

century England. Kean is, to a large extent, a victim of his social 

condition - something over which he has no control - whereas no external 

circumstances had seemingly denied the characters in Huis clos a life 

of free and responsible action, and the spectator is not encouraged to 

feel any real sympathy for them. When ~ean, however, tells Anna that 

one does not act to earn a living but "pour mentir, pour se mentir, pour 

etre ce qu'on ne peut pas ~tre et parce qU'on en a assez d'etre ce qu'on 

est"(K81), his conscious refusal to face up to reality does not meet with 



- 296 -

forthright condemnation because we are aware of the social pressures 

to which he has been continually subjected since his childhood. In 

Dumas' play, Kean is depicted as a paria who is rejected by bourgeois 

society, but the author makes no further comment on this situation, 

whereas Sartre forcibly emphasises, as he had done in his study of 

Genet, the power of society to transform an individual into an object 

of opprobrium, especially when this individQal is a bastard and there

fore born a misfit and an outcast. Just as Genet had been forced into 

the role of a thief, so Kean finds that society has accorded him the 

function of an entertainer. On stage, he provides the necessary 

diversion and amusement for an audience which finds reality unsatisfying. 

"Damet clest que les hommes serieux ont besoin d'illusion," Kean tells 

the Prince of 'iales: "entre deux maquignonnages, ils aiment a croire 

qu'on peut vivre et mourir pour autre chose que du fromage!1 (K64). 

Faced from his earliest days by an unsympathetic and intolerant social 

order, Kean had been forced into a role which had gradually undermined 

bis whole existence, alienating him further and further from his real 

identity as a human being. It is for this reason that he tells his 

audience that the real Kean "est mort en bas 1ge"(K166). The audience 

does not, however, understand the significance of this remark, taking it 

to be some kind of joke, but hean silences the laughter with an angry 

outburst. "Taisez-vous donc, assassins," he cries, "clest vous qui 

l'avez tu~! C'est vous qd avez pris un enfant pour en faire un 

monstrel"(K166). 

As in La Putain respectueuse, Sartre exposes the cynicism and com

placency with which the ruling class tries to upholdns power and privi

leges while denying certain groups or individuals basic human rights. 

Thus, although Kean is tolerated by the aristocracy as an entertainer, 

he will never be respected as a man. The Count therefore justifies 

inviting Kean to dinner by observing: "Est-ce qu'on invite ces gens-Ia? 

Disons que je me suis assure les services d'un bouffon"(K23). The 
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absurdity of such a rigid social order is that rights and values are 

related to one's position in society - something which is, to a large 

extent, predetermined and fixed before one is born - and not to merit. 

This is a situation which Kean pretends to uphold when he tells the Count 

that, whereas an actor's word will not be believed, no one dare doubt 

the word of an ambassador who has "un honneur h~r6ditaire" and therefore 

"droit au respect par naissance"(K33). Respect, honour and dignity are 

privileges of tradition and of birth, and Kean knows that these privileges 

will always be denied him. In a bitter confrontation with Lord Newill, 

Kean ironically observes that the former's standing forbids him to fight 

with a mere actor. "Vous ~tes Lord et je suis saltimbanque," he says, 

"~ no us ne nous battrons pas~' (K111 ). But whereas Hewill owes his 

position in society to what has been given to him, Kean reflects with 

some satisfaction that he has cheated nobody and has earned what little 

respect people may have for him. In fact, it is only with those of his 

own class that ~(ean is able to experience a relationship where he is 

recognised and treated as an equal and where he is not confronted with 

a distorted image of himself. He has particular affection for the 

members of the travelling circus with whom he once performed, and they, 

in turn, respect and admire him. ".Four eux," Kean tells Salomon, "je 

suis un homme, comprends-tu, et ils Ie croient si fort qu'ils finiront 

par m'en persuader:'C.99). lCean realises that between himself and the 

Prince of Wales, for example, there will always be an insurmountable 

barrier because of their unequal social position. "II n'y a d'amiti6 

qu'entre 6gaux, prince," says Kean in a line t!:l,!{en straight from Dumas, 

"et il y a autant de vanite 11 vous de m'avoir dans votre voiture que de 

sottise ~ moi d'y monte~'(K148). 

In his book on Genet, Sartre explains how "l'homme de Bien" refuses 

to recognise evil as his own possibility but projects it on to another 

person or group with the reassuring conclusion that "Ie m6chant, c'est 
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6 l'Autre." . In time of war, it is one's adversaries who embody evil, 

in time of peace society itself must be divided and a class of 

individuals found who are "m6chants de naissance et sans espoir de 

7 changement." The sharp division of power and privileges in ~ 

shows how such an insidious philosophy is put into practice. Kean knows 

himself to have in principle the same human rights as any other person 

but, in practice, bourgeois society treats him as "1'Autre", an 

individual without rights fit only to be exploited and abused. Kean's 

angry outbursts are therefore directed, to a large extent, against the 

society that has tried to exploit him as an actor and ignore him as a 

man. His passion for Elena is not motivated by feelings of love or 

admiration, but by a desire to avenge himself on the nobility. The 

Prince of Wales sees through the lover's guise and tells Kean that 

"c' est ~, c' eft ~ que tu poursuis en Elena, nous les vrais hommes" 

(K67). Later hean admits to Elena that, for a bastard, "c'est flatteur 

de tromper une Excellence"(K198), and such is his sensitivity and pride 

that he feels deeply humiliated by the qualities and status which are 

denied him. "La beaut6, c'est humiliant," he tells Anna. "Humiliant, 

,. 
comprenez-vous? La beaute, la noblesse: c' est hors d' atteinte~' (K76). 

leean's revolt is important because it shows that despite the force 

of social conditioning, he does not passively accept the identity 

reserved for him by bourgeois society. That he is able to avoid being 

totally enslaved by its laws and values is an indication of his basic 

freedom. Although we, as individuals, are conditioned by our social 

context, the most important aspect of our life, claims Sartre, "n'est 

pas ce qu'on fait de nous mais ce que nous faisons nous-m~me de ce qu'on 

8 a fait de nous." Kean's revolt is an expression of Sartre's more sober 

6. Saint Genet, com~dien et martyr, p.34. 

7. ~,p.35. 

8. ~., p.55. 
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conception of a freedom severely restricted and limited by the 

individual's social and political background. If his early propositions 

concerning individual freedom were to be upheld, Kean would, like 

Oreste, be able to challenge the order which tries to fix his social 

function by direct political action, but this would ignore the fact 

that society has made him into an actor. His revolt tends, therefore, 

to be theatrically conceived and enacted. He proudly imagines himself 

raining blows on Lord Newill - "eogner sur un Lord pour de vrai: mon 

r~vet"(Kl08) - but ultimately he wants to be accepted by the aristocracy 

and not to bring it down. He also uses the stage as a means of cap

turing through his dramatic creations some of the nobility and grandeur 

which society has denied him. His attempts at self-reinstatement are 

therefore both unrealistic (since bourgeois society will never open its 

doors to him) and escapist (since he substitutes the imaginary for real 

life). The play does, however, end on an optimistic note with ICean. 

having realised the futility and theatricality of ns previous gestures, 

modestly deciding to begin a normal down-to-earth existence. "Ce sont 

les enfants qui se battent," he tells the Count. nEt les nobles. Et 

je me suis aper~u cette nuit que je n'6tais plus des uns et que je ne 

serai jamais des autres:'(K206). 

There is a striking similarity not only between Goetz and Kean, 

both of whom, born into a world which rejects them, initially react with 

ineffectual gestures of defiance before coming to terms with themselves 

and with their situation in the world, but, more particularly, between 

Genet and Kean. Indeed, some of Kean's remarks are so close to several 

of those in Saint Genet, com6dien et martyr that there can be no doubt 

that Sartre intended to establish a parallel between the two figures. 

Commenting on this point, D.Bradby writes that "in the historical Kean, 

(Sartre) found echoes of his social preoccupations at that time; the 

play was written one year after Saint Genet, com6dien et martyr, which 

presented a picture of Genet deformed by society's rejection of him, 
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just as hean, actor and bastard, was rejected by nineteenth-century 

England. ,,9 In both works bourveois society is shown to propagate the 

myth of its own natural rights and privileges, and to reject those who 

are not born within its narrow circle. Revolt against society leads 

Genet to become a poet, and Kean a stormy and unpredictable "monstra sacr~". 

Neither choiee is intrinsically laudable but each has a certain instru-

mental value in liberating the individual from a state of complete social 

enslavement and reduction to the level of a passive, dehumanised object. 

The same is true of the choice made by the hero of the next play Sartre 

was t 't N k 10 , If o wr1 e, e rassov, where Georges de Valera finds h1mse ,very 

much like Genet and Kean, in an extreme situation of abandonment and 

neglect, "orphelin de pere at de mere, accu16 depuis l'enfance ~ choisir 

entre le g6nie au la mort"(N81). Genet's genius is expressed in his 

poetry, that of Kean on the stage, while Georges finds fame as a 

swindler and confidence trickster. Like Kean, Georges' revolt is 

directed against bourgeois society, although neither of them, in fact, 

wants to undermine its prestige and power. Kean takes revenge on the 

ruling class by trying to seduce women like Elena, while secretly 

longing to be accepted by it, and Georges, who sponges off the rich, 

necessarily wants to preserve the system which ensures his livelihood. 

The main theme of Nekrassov is that of the "trompeur tromp6", and 

here Sartre was able to emphasise how easy it is to get caught up in a 

situation where actions, far from having the intended results, turn 

against the person who has undertaken them. At the beginning of the play, 

Georges is unexpectedly prevented from committing suicide by two tramps, 

and thus feels frustrated at having failed to achieve what he had set 

out to do. He prides himself on being "fils de (ses) oeuvres"(N18), 

t. Introduction, ~, London, Oxford University Press, 1973,p.3. 

10.All textual references are taken from Nekrassov, Paris, Gallimard, 
1956 and will be incorporated in the thesis in the following 
abbreviated form: (N •• ). Eg.(Nll) = Nekrassov, p.ll. 
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the sole arbiter of his life and acts who owes no debt of respect or 

gratitude to any man. He is totally independent and self-sufficient, 

trusting in no one other than himself, and his pride and isolationism 

recall the attitude initially adopted by Goetz. Georges soon finds 

his enthusiasm for life returning when, having found a teml)Orary refuge 

from the police in the house of V~ronique, a young journalist for a 

left-wing newspaper, he overhears a conversation between V6ronique and 

her father who is desperately seeking some sensa.tional anti-Communist 

news for his own paper, Soir ~ Paris. The recent disappearance of 

Nekrassov, an important Russian minister, provides Georges with the 

idea of posing as Nekrassov and thus providing Soir A Paris with all 

the information it requires to boost its ailing anti-Communist campaign. 

Georges is perfectly at home in his new role and delighted with his 

success. His first revelation - that a list has been prepared contuining 

the names of 100 ,000 Frenchmen to be executed when the Russiu.ns have 

occupied France - becomes immediate headline news for Soir ~ Paris, and 

his request that he be provided with a hotel room, two bodygU<i.rds, new 

clothes and some money is met without question. 

The fifth tableau shows Georges at the height of his success. He 

is installed in a luxurious hotel suite surrounded by enormous bouquets 

of flowers sent by devoted anti-Communists, and content in the knowledge 

that Soir a Paris has doubled its circulation since the announcement of 

Nekrassov's defection. Like Goetz, Georr,es glories in his seemingly 

limitless power. "J'ai Ie pouvoir supr~me,1I he proudly announces to 

Sibilot, IIje suis l"minence grise du Pacte Atlantique, je tiens la 

guerre et la paix dans mes mains, j'6cris l'histoire, Sibilot, j'~cris 

l'histoire •••• Sais-tu que j'ai rev' de cet instant toute rna vie?"(N124). 

The discovery that the real Nekrassov is reported to be about to return 

to Moscow does not deter Georges: he confidently sets about inventing 

a story which will prove that the real Nekrassov is, in fact, an 

imposter. Already, however, tbere is a hint of the trap which Georges 
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is unwittingly prepari~g for himself when he tries to dissuade Sibilot 

from revealing his real identity by reminding him of the political and 

economic issues dependent on his false declarations. Georges has 

received telegrams or letters from three important helcds of state, while 

the renewed vigour of the anti-Communist campaign has intensified the 

Cold War and increased the production of war weapons. "De gros int'rAts 

sont en jeu," Georges tells Sibilot; "Nekrassov, ce n'est plus 

seulement moi: c'est un nom g6n~ri~ue pour les dividendes ~ue touchent 

les actionnaires des fabri~ues d'armements!'(N130). He ends by warning 

Sibilot that, even if he wanted to give himself up, he would be powerless 

to arrest the progress of the complex machinery which he had helped put 

into motion. "Tu as mis la machine en marche: c'est vrai," says Georges. 

"hais elle te broiera si tu essa}'e3 de l'arreter!'(N130). Georges is, 

however, blind to the fact that he is just as powerless as Sibilot. 

Although he realises that it is now too late to start retracting, he 

deludes himself into thinking that everything is ultimately dependent 

on what he says or does. Georges has a forewarning of the extent to 

which he has lost control of the situatiun when he is visited by Hadame 

Castagni6, a former employee of Soir ~ Paris. Although Georges had 

declared that she and six other employees of the newspaper had been 

working for the Communists, he had not intended that they lose their 

job but had, in fact, hoped to render them a service by suggesting to 

the committee of directors that the best way to discredit them in the 

eyes of the Communists was to increase their salary. Georges now 

realises, however, that he has miscalculated the effect of his declar

ations, the mood he has created being less one of fear than one of 

hate. He begins to see that his position depends on the manipulation 

of forces of which he has very little experience or understanding and 

whose effect he clearly does not fully foresee. "La haine est une 

passion que je n'eprouve pas moi-meme," he admits to himself: "je suis 

oblige de manier des forces terribles et que j e connais imparfaitement!' 
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(N136). Georges is also unaware of the extremely grave political 

consequences of statements which he had imagined to be harmless, such 

as his recent declaration that "l'ouvrier russe est le plus malheureux 

de la terre"(N142). Far from being "une plaisanterie sans cons6quence" 

(N142), V6ronique points out the possible effect of such a declaration 

on the readers of Soir ~ Paris, most of whom would belong to the French 

working class. They would be encouraged to believe that, despite the 

inadequacies of their own bourgeois controlled society, such a state 

was infinitely preferable to the oppressive form of socialism practised 

in Russia. Unwittingly Georges finds that he is contributing to the 

increasing mystification and exploitation of the poor, thus stra~thening 

the power of the rich and classifying himself as a reactionary. Worse 

is to follow, however, for Georges now finds himself faced with the 

politidal consequences of certain statements attributed to him which 

he has not, in fact, made. Thus V6ronique shows him an article in which 

he had supposedly admitted knowing two left-wing journalists who had 

been prominent in the campaign against the rearmament of Germany, a 

statement clearly intended to discredit the two journalists by implying 

that they were in the pay of the Russians. 

Georges does not really become aware of his own powerlessness until 

he tries to rectify the way the situation has developed by asking that 

the seven employees of Soir ~ Paris be im~ediately reinstated, and that 

the paper officially recognise that Nekrassov did not, in fact, lUlow 

Duval and Maistre. Nerciat promises to pass on Georges' first request 

to the committee of directors - a promise which Georges knows amounts 

to little more than a polite refusal - while his second request is flatly 

refused. As far as Soir ~ Paris is concerned, Georges' usefulness has 

been extremely short-lived. He had helped to revive the anti-Communist 

campaign of the right-wing press, but the public's interest is being 

rapdly exhausted by a surfeit of extreme and sensational declarations 

and, within a short period of time, the paper's distribution will be 
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back to normal. "On redescendra ~ 900 000; et qu'est-ce que tu auras 

eta?" asks Jules. "Une mont~e en fleche de nos ventes, une d~gringolade 

en fl~che et puis plus rien: la mort!' (N167). For the Hinistry of Defence, 

however, Georges still has an important role to play, but again he finds 

that he is being used as a means to an end, as a pawn in the hands of 

the reaction. Pressure is being brought on him to give false evidence 

against Duval and Haistre as the first step in stifling the voice of the 

opposition. At this point, Georges realises the extent to which his 

original plan which had been carefully thought out has turned against 

him: he is no longer the agent, but has become the victim of acts which 

he had freely undertaken. He has, like Kean, been used and exploited by 

society. Kean had served as an entert,tiner, Georges as a political 

weapon, and the personal identity of each has been totally suppressed. 

Georges is treated with complete cynicism and impersonality by the 

newspaper and then by the l-1inistry of Defence, and even for the general 

public he soon realises that he will never be treated as an ordinary 

individual, only as an object to be passionately adored or reviled. 

There is a frightening divorce between the real man and the myth that 

surrounds him. "Est-il possible qu'un seul homme fasse l'objet de tout 

cet amour, de toute cette haine?" asks Georges as he is about to make 

an appearance at the party held by M,i,dame Bounoumi. "H.assure-moi, 

Sibilot: ce n'est pas moi qu'on aime, ce n'est pas moi qu'on d'teste; 

j e ne suis qu' une image?" (~H 58). 

The play thus ends with a grimly ironic twist, a cruel reminder 

that one's acts do not always have the results that one intended, and 

that the individual may be the unwitting cause of his own objectification 

and exploitation at the hands of society. "Gauche, droite, centre; 

je vous ai tous dans ma main," (N141), Georges had proudly declared to 

V6ronique, hut already she and the audience can see that he is no more 

than, in ~artre's own words, "un simple rouage du syst~me.,,11 When 

11. L'Humanite-Dimanche, 19.6.1955. 
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Georges himself realises this, he decides to abandon his pose as 

Nekrassov and reveal the truth about his imposture to Lib6rateur, the 

lef~-wing newspaper of which V6ronique is a journalist. Although he is 

now allying himself with a paper whose aim is not bourgeois propaganda 

but objective, political facts, there is no indication of a basic change 

in his outlook. Indeed, despite his chastening experience posing as 

Nekrassov, Georges continues to believe in his ability to manipulate 

others and to trust in his genius as a master swindler. "Jlai fini 

par gagner," he tells V~ronique: "il publiera la prose dlun escroc , ton 

journal progressiste. Moi, cela ne me changera gu~re: je dictais au 

papa, je dicterai a sa fille!' (N196). 

Although Neltrassov centres around Ge~rges, his adventures are 

really only interesting in as much as they expose and throw light on 

the complex social machinery in a bourgeois controlled state. Apart 

from Georges' own manipUlation and exploitation in the anti-Communist 

campaign, the play emphasises two further sources of personal alien

ation - the use of p~ganda and the social conditioning of income. 

Soir a Paris is seen to be a tool in the hands of the state since its 

whole presentation of facts depends on the political interests of tbe 

government. "Je suis un journal objectif, un journal gouvernemental," 

declares Jules with exaggerated pomp and dignity, "et ffies opinions sont 

imm~bles tant que Ie gouvernement ne change pas les siennes!'(N49). 

His paper prides itself on objectivity - "Verite toute nue"(N165) -

which is, in fact, pure political propaganda. Some of the anti-Communist 

propaganda of Soir ~ Paris is crude and unrefined, although, as Georges 

himself discovers, it is extremely effective since it preys on hatred 

and fear: at other times, the technique is far more refined and subtle. 

When Jules suggests that the paper organise regular collections for the 

poor, publishing the results of the collection each week, he is horrified 

by the su[':gestion that the money be given to the homeless in France. 

"Tu es fou!" he cries. "II faut que nos sinistr6s soient victin.es de 
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catastrophes strictement naturelles: sinon, tu vas galvauder l'amour 

dans des histoires sordides d' injustice sociale." (N41 ). By emphasising 

the hardship caused by catastrophes such as earthquakes or flooding, the 

paper is able to divert the reu,der's attention away from a far more 

significant aspect of human suffering and misfortune - namely its 

political dimension. At the same time, the paper will induce its 

readers to believe in the basic generosity and charity of men, thus 

countering any mood of dissatisfaction or desire for change. "Voila 

ce que j'appelle, moi, 10. meilleure propaganda contre Ie communisme "(N41), 

declares Jules with great satisfaction. The paper also helps to main

tain the belief that good and evil are not the possibility of each 

individual but, as in~, are clear-cut social attributes. Thus, 

when news of Nekrassov's apparent defection is first released, Jules 

suggests that his own photo and that of the Soviet minister be put side 

by side on the first page "pour garder Ie contraste du Bien et du Mal" 

(N43). Sibilot, himself a journalist of Soir a Paris, reveals the 

extent to which he is mystified by this particular form of propaganda 

when he calmly tells Georges: "Un criminal est un criminel!' (N79) • 

Georges recognises in him the ideal "honnete homme", a man whose belief 

in the values propagated by the ruling class is firm and unshakeable. 

"On voit, monsieur, que vous n'avez jamais dout6 du Bien ••• ,11 Georges 

tells him, " ••• et que vous n'6coutez pas ces doctrines subversives qui 

font du criminel un produi t de 10. soci6te~" (N79) • 

Sibilot also reflects the conditioning of a man who is tied by his 

income to a clearly defined social status. He is deferential to the 

point of servility with his superiors while meekly carrying out his own 

specific social function. The result is that, far from being free from 

material constraints and from experiencing a deep sense of human values, 

he knows himself to be "un homme tr~s ordinaire qui a dilapid6 so. sub

stance grise pour soixante-dix mille francs par mois"(N72-3). When 

Goble~ first visits Sibilot's house, the inspector immediately recognises 
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a life style close to his own. The two men, although working in 

entirely different capacities, one a.s a policeman, the other as a 

journalist, have the same social position and both of them experience the 

intense feeling of humiliation and deprivation which that position implies. 

"Voila bien ce qui me plait, dans votre int6rieur," Goblet tells Sibilot: 

"c'est qu'il sent la g~ne et l'humilit~ fi~re. Enfin j'enqu~te chez 

un egal: chez moi-m~me, en quelque sorte!' (N86). Their mutual respect 

and understanding stem from the conformity of their experience which is 

itself a direct result of their social conditioning. They are, as 

R.Barthes points out, "des hommes alie'ne's par leur soixante - dix mille 

francs par mois, unis dans une meme condition de servitude a l'egard de 

. 1 tIl t ,,12 cet Ordre qUI. es comprome en es emp OJ' an •••• 

Sartre had two main aims in writing Nekrassov. First of all, he 

hoped to contribute to the easing of East-West relations at that 

particular time and to promote a more toleru.nt and understanding attitude 

towards the Communists by ridiculing the obsessive and inflanlliatory anti-

Communist propaganda of much of the French press. "Je veux apporter une 

contribution d'~crivain a la lutte pour la paix,,,13 he declared in an 

interview with G.Leclerc. His second aim was to draw attention to the 

oppressive conditions of life and their enslavement of the individual 

in the so-called free societies of Western Europe. It would be quite 

wrong to see Nekrassov as an attack on certain individuals or groups of 

individuals like the directors and journalists of Soir ~ Paris, for 

Sartre's main interest lay not in people like Jules and Sibilot but in 

the system of which they are, to a large extent, the victims. liCe sont 

les institutions, les structures qui d~terminent les hommes," he declared. 

"J'ai montr~ mes personnages victimes d'une situation pluti3t que d'un 

caract~re •••• C'est pourquoi une satire de gauche doit etre une satire 

12. "Nekrassov juge de sa critique" in Th~<1tre populaire, no.14, 
juillet-aout, 1955, p.70. 

13. L'Humanit~, 8.6.1955. 
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des institutions et non des individus.,,14 In this respect, Nekrassov 

presents an interesting contrast with Marcel Aym6's La Tgte des autres15 

which had been performed for the first time in Paris in 1952 - three 

years before Nekrassov. La Tgte des autres exposes the corrupt social 

order of an imaginary country, Poldarie, showing that two eminent 

"procureurs" are more concerned with their own self-advancement than 

with the cause of truth and justice. In fact, the "justice" of the 

law courts is invariably seen to have little in common with the real 

facts of the case. The cause of such corruption and cynicism, however, 

is not political necessity, but the fallibility of human nature. As 

Roberte, the wife of one of the "procureurs", says at the end of the 

play: "Que veux-tu, l'injustice est en nous, dans notre sang et dans 

notre chair.,,16 Sartre is therefore justified in pointing out that, 

altho~gh the play constituted an excellent satire of a corrupt legal 

system, "ce n'~tait pas l'ensemble de la justice, une justice de classe, 

17 qui 6tait en cause". In other words, whereas La T~te des Autres 

implies that with better, more conscientious let~al representatives 

there will be a greater degree of justice, Nekrassov shows that a more 

truthful and objective form of journalism can only be achieved by 

challenging the political cause which people like Jules and Sibilot 

serve and uphold: Solr a Paris cannot, in fact, do anything other than 

induce in its readers a deep fear and distrust of Communism because it 

is the government's intention to stifle the voice of the left and pro-

tect the interests of the class in power. 

14. L'Humanit~-Dimanche, 19.6.1955. 

15. Paris, Grasset, 1952. 

16. La T~te des autres, p.174. It is interesting to note that Sartre 
bitterly attacked Aym~'s first play, Vogue la gal~re, Paris, 
Grasset, 1944, fo~ its insistence on an irremediably weak human 
nature. See Les Ecrits de Sartre, p.102. 

17. L'Humanite-Dimanche, 19.6.1955. 
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Commenting on the similarity between Kean and Nekrassov, D.McCall 

observes: "Both protagonists, the actor and the adventurer, malte their 

livelihood by pretending that they are what they are not. Each dis-

covers that it is he who has been mystified, forced by society into a 

18 role which does not permit him to exist as a man." Clearly both 

plays contain some exceedingly sombre elements which could provide the 

basis for a genuinely tragic conflict between man and society. Since, 

however, they are comedies they end on an optimistic, if somewhat 

forced note, with both Xean and Georges realising the extent of their 

mystification and leaving the stage a wiser and more guarded person. 

The attitude of defiant individual revolt which they had adopted towards 

the order which had rejected them and prevented them from holding a 

respected position in society is understandable but totally ineffectual, 

and, in this respect, both plays reinforce the basic political message 

of Le Diable et Ie Bon Dieu. Kean, which is less overtly political in theme 

and subject matter than Nekrassov, was received without hostility, but 

met with only moderate success. }Iany critics agreed that the play was 

only made memorable by the performance of Pierre Brasseur as Kean. 19 

It is certain that, had Sartre been able to spend more time over his 

adaptation, he would have examined in greater detail the psychological 

effect on Kean of his birth and upbringing. Unfortunately, his research 

into the life of the actor (which had clearly developed into a very real 

interest by the time the play was ready for performance as evidenced 

by a long interview with R.SaureI
20

) came too late for him to give more 

than a fleeting glimpse of the interaction bvtween the actor and society. 

21 Significantly, however, in the first volume of his book on Flaubert, 

18. 

19. 

20. 

21. 

The Theatre of Jean-Paul Sartre, p.102. 

See, for example, J.-J. Gautier in Le Figaro, 19.11.1953, and J. 
Guignebert in Lib6ration, 19.11.1953. 

In Les Lettres francaises, 12.11.1953. ~ opened at the Th~atre 
Sarah-Bernhardt -two days later. 

L'Idiot de la famille, 1, Paris, Gallimard, 1971. 
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Bartre devotes several passages to a close analysis of the professional 

actor and the problem of his identity. Bartre's description of him as 

ttun enfant vo16, sans droit, sans v~rit~, sans r~alit6, en proie a. de 

vagues vampires, qui a eu la chance et Ie m~te de se faire r~cup6rer 

par la soci~t6 tout enti~re et instituer dans son ~tre con~e citoyen

support de l'irr6alit~,,22 indicates the extent to which he believes 

that acting, far from being an unimportant and harmless form of enter-

tainment, raises serious political issues. 

The political intentions of Bartre were not, however, concealed in 

Nekrassov and for this reason it was far less favourably received than 

~ had been by the critics, many of whom were writing for papers 

whose systematic anti-Communist propaganda Bartre was openly ridiculing. 

A considerable intolerance and lack of self-criticism was immediately 

apparent in the reaction of the right-wing press. "Pour me aux hui t 

sketches de M.Jean-Paul Bartre il faut vraiment ~tre d6cid6 a rire, II 

commented R.Kemp,23 while J.-J.Gautier claimed that the effect produced 

24 by the play was lIun ennui mortel". The two critics made no attempt 

to examine the political meaning of Nekrassov, but were content to make 

vague comments about the play's artistic inadequacies. In a virulent 

attack on the critics, R.Barthes denounced the bad faith of those like 

R.Kemp and J.-J.Gautier who directed attention from the basic issues 

raised in Nekrassov and thus concealed the real reasons for their 

attacking the play with such hostility. "Malheureusement, Nekrassov 

est une pi~ce politique, r~solument politique, d'une politique que 

l'on n'aime pas," wrote R.Barthes, lIet c'est pour cela qu'on la 

condamne.,,25 Indeed, apart from the Communists who, for the first time, 

greeted a play by Bartre with warm approval, the only favourable press 

22. L'Idiot de la famille, 1, p.790. 

23. Le Monde, 14.6.1955. 

24. Le Figaro, 13.6.1955. 

25. IINekrassov juge de sa critique" in Th'&tre populaire,no.14, 
juillet-aout, 1955, p.72. 
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review came from M.Lebesque who considered Nekrassov the work of "un 

grand 6crivain en pleine possession de ses moyens, un homme qui puise 

dans une sinc~rit~ indiscutable, une indignation et une verve partisanes 

26 sans doute, mais dignes de notre respect." 

Together with La Putain respectueuse, Kean and Nekrassov form an 

important part of Sartre's theatre and give an indication of his vers-

atility as a dramatist. His humour, like thu.t of Narcel, is sharp and 

pointed, and there is early evidence of Sartre's obvious gift for power

ful social 'satire in his first novel, La Naus'e. 27 Indeed, G.Sandier 

suggests that it is in the comic genre that Sartre's dramatic talent 

is most evident and that La Putain resrectueuse and Nel,rassov stand out 

28 
as "les deux seules pieces satiriques de notre temps." Sartre's next 

play, however, arguably the most sombre he has written, is completely 

devoid of humour. Kean and Nekrassov emphasised the extent to which Kean 

and Georges had been exploited and mystified, but ultimately both had 

found some escape from the threat of complete enslavement and power

lessness. For Frantz in Les Slguestr~s d'Altona, on the other hand, no 

such escape is possible. "En certaines situations, il nly a place que 

pour une alternative dont llun des termes est la mort," wrote Sartre in 

his introduction to the first edition of Les Temps modernes. "II faut 

faire en sorte que l'homme puisse, en toute circonstance, choisir la 

vie.,,29 In Les S~9uestr~s diAltona, Sartre examines a situation where 

the central character must ultimately choose death. In Le Diable et Ie 

Bon Dieu, Heinrich had found himself in an impossible situation because 

he waS forced to recognise the authority of the Church while at the 

same time wishing to remain with the people. For Frantz, the conflict 

arises between two elements over which he has no control: the ideals 

26. Carrefour, 15.6.1955 

27. Paris, Gallimard, 1938. 

28. See "Socrate dramaturge" in Les Critiques de notre temps et 8l!trtre, 
p.l0l. 

29. Situations, 11, p.28. 
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and principles which have been inculcated into him, and the social 

and historical context within which those ideals and principles are 

to operate. 

In his studies of Genet and Flaubert as well as in his own auto-

biography, Sartre has shown how one's childhood environment and up-

bringing explain the development of one's later life. Les S6guestr's 

d'Altona30 is the first play in which Sartre analyses in detail the 

conditioning factors of environment, especially parental influence, on 

the intellectual formation of an individual - in this case Frantz von 

Gerlach. The two predominant features of Frantz's character are his 

love of power and his overwhelming pride: both are a direct and un-

avoidable consequence of his upbringing and both playa decisive part 

in his life. Frantz's father who, throughout the play, is simply 

referred to as "Ie P~re" is a rich German industrialist who owns a 

vast shipbuilding company. When war broke out in 1939 the father had 

an im)ortant role to play in supplying the German fleet with warships: 

in 1946, when the war was over and Germany lay in ruins, he had an 

equally important task to fulfil in the rebuilding of his country. The 

events of the play ta~e place in 1959 at a time when Germany is once 

again flourishing and prosperous, and when the father's company has 

scaled new heights of prestige and power. The father's pride in the 

industry he has built up over the years is made apparent from the out-

set. He has called together Leni and Werner to tell them that he has 

only six months left to live, and to ask Werner to carryon as head of 

the industry. He refers to the latter as "une puissance fabuleuse"(SA35) 

and to himself as "moi qui fais flotter l'acier sur les mers"(SA20). 

The strength of the father's character and personality is such that he 

immediately stifles any possible dissension or opposition. He is clearly 

30. All textual references are taken from Les S~guestr6s d'Altona, Paris, 
Gallimard, 1960, and will be incorporated in the thesis in the 
following abbreviated form: (SA •• ). Eg. (SA20) = Les S~guestr6s 
d'Altona, p.20. 
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accustomed to imposing his views and beliefs on others with ruthless 

detachment, whether they be business employees or members of his family. 

Thus he remains unmoved by Johanna's objections that he has no right to 

make plans or decisions about other people without consulting them 

first. In fact, he claims to be perfectly justified in disposing as 

he desires of Werner's life because, he says, "elle m'appartient"(SA25). 

Significantly, it is Johanna and not Werner who objects to the father's 

proposals: in fact, there is never any question of Werner opposing 

his father. "Tu sais bien que je lui ob6iraH"(SA29) he tells Johanna, 

and when asked why he simply adds: "C'est Ie p~re."(SA29). Leni, too, 

despite her apparent rebelliousness is no less respectful of the 

father's authority and of the family's rites and traditions. 

Werner had been allowed to pursue a career as a barrister because 

it had been the father's original intention that his elder son Frantz 

eventually taI\:e over control of his shipbuilding industry and inherit 

his power and authority. "Occupe-toi de l'entreprise," he had told 

Frantz in 1941: "aujourd'hui la mienne, demain la tienne; mon corps 

et mon sang, rna puissance, rna force, ton aveni~'(SA50). The father 

had countered Frantz's objection that, on moral grounds, it was inad

missible to collaborate with the Nazis by reminding him of the future 

that lay ahead: "Dans vingt ans tu seras Ie maitre avec des bateaux 

sur toutes les mers, et qui donc se souviendra de Hitler?"(SA50). 

Indeed, from his earliest years, Frantz had had instilled into him the 

values and attitudes of someone seemingly destined to occupy a position 

in society of great prestige and importance. This explains his basic 

love of authority and power. His pride, on the other hand, is not 

something he owes specifically to his father, but is explained by the 

strong Protestant influence on the moral climate in which he, like 

many generations before him, has grown up. "Tout ce que je peux vous 

dire, c'est que les Gerlach sont des victimes de Luther," the father 

tells Johanna: "ce proph~te nous a rendus fous d' orguei1!' (SA49). On 
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all moral issues Frantz has learned to react with a strong sense of 

individual responsibility, but his attitude to others is one of aloof

ness and even of contempt since he acts according to vague general prin

ciples or beliefs and not out of a deep feeling of fraternity and com

passion for men as they really are. Frantz's efforts to save an escaped 

Polish prisoner during the war provide a striking example of the way he 

reacts to a situation of which he disapproves morally. His father had 

agreed to sell part of his land to the government even though he knew 

that Himmler intended to build a concentration camp on it. When Frantz 

learns that his father was under no obligation to sell the land, he 

clearly feels that there can be no excuse for such an action. He is 

used to seeing things in black and white, and to holding firm, unalter

able convictions. "Frantz se promenait sur les coUines en discutant 

avec lui-m@me,"the father recalls, "et, quand sa conscience avait dit 

oui, vous l'auriez coupe en morceaux sans Ie faire changer d'avis!'(SA49). 

Frantz's moral indignation on this particular issue reveals his lack of 

compassion: in fact, his first sight of the prisoners fills him with 

horror because they do not have the proud, dignified bearing which he 

expects of them. In other words, they do not conform to his idea of 

human dignity. "Pere, ce ne sont plus des hommes," he says. " ••• Je me 

degonte mais ce sont eux qui me font horreur. II y a leur crasse, leur 

vermine, leurs plaies. lIs ont tout Ie temps l'air d'avoir peur." 

(SA47). Frantz's contempt for the prisoners is made clear when he 

opposes his father's attempt to justify their condition with the 

declaration: "On ne ferait pas cela de moi."{SA47). When he discovers 

a Polish prisoner hiding in a nearby park, he feels that he has been 

presented with the chance to redeem the family honour by :tiling him 

in his room. Frantz's hopes of saving the prisoner are, however, 

frustrated by the fact that the family chauffeur, who is probably 

aware of what has happened, may denounce him to the S.S. The 

father forestalls a possible denunciation by phoning Goebbels and 

explaining the situation. Within an hour the S.S. had arrived, tortured 



- 315 -

the prisoner under Frantz's ve~ eyes, and left. Frantz was left 

unharmed and unpunished, but was forced to enlist in the army. 

These events are recounted by the father in a series of flash

backs in the course of the first act. Johanna immediately sees the 

effect they would almost certainly have had on Frantz. "C'etait un 

petit puritain, une victime de Luther, qui voulait payer de son sang 

les terrains que vous aviez vendus" (SA5S) she tells the father. But 

the latter's intervention deprives Frantz's action of its intended 

effect. By being left unpunished he realises that, as the son of u 

rich and influential industrialist, his action entailed no ris'\s and 

that "on lui permettait tout purce qu'il ne comptait pour rien"(S.A56). 

For someone with Frantz's moral pride and belief in power, this waS a 

bitter and humiliating experience. The father now sees the mistake 

he had made. "J'aurais du transiger pour deux ans de prison," he tells 

Johanna. "Quelle gaffe~ Tout valait mieux que l' impunit~!' (S.AS6). But, 

instead of finding hir, self in prison, Frantz is sent to fight in the 

German army on the Russian front where he shows himself to be a devoted 

and fanatical Nazi. This apparent change in Frantz's outlook and be

haviour seems, at first sight, inconsistent with his previous attempts 

to save the life of the Polish prisoner. His idolisation of Hitler is, 

however, explained by two factors, both of which are directly related 

to the death of the prisoner. Firwt of all, the experience of total 

helplessness - he had been held down by four soldiers while the prisoner 

was slowly bled to death - intensifies his desire for power. In fact, 

he will not be content with anything other than absolute power which, 

for a lieutenant in the German army, may mean a choice between the life 

or death, protection or torture of those under his command. Secondlyl 

his experience of powerlessness is countered by the discovery of an 

unsuspected and sadistic delight in human suffering. "Le rabbin 

saignait," he recalls, "et je d6couvrais, au coeur de mon impuissance, 

je ne sais quel assentiment!'(S.A206). Frantz finds that he is able to 
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discard the abstract moral principles which he had once so vigorously 

upheld because they are totally unrruated to his concrete experience of 

reality. Like Goetz in La Diable et Ie Bon Dieu, Frantz's love of 

good thinly conceals the basic indifference which he feels towards his 

fellow men. IIJ'ai envoy~ Luther au diable," he tells Johanna, "et je 

suis partie La guerre ~tait mon destin et je l'ai voulue de toute 

mon ame!'(SA182). Having previously been totally possessed and con

ditioned by the vaues and beliefs of his father, Frantz now finds him

self impregnated and enslaved by the image of Hitler. "J'ai Ie pou

voir extr~me," he tells his father in their final confrontation. 

"Hitler m'a fait un Autre, implacable et sacr6: lui-m~me. Je suis 

Hitler et je me surpasserai!'(SA206). 

At the end of the war, Frantz has accumulated twelve medals for 

acts of heroism, but there is no official record of his cruelty and 

brutality. One by one, Leni, the father, and finally Johanna learn 

that Frantz the war hero is also a torturer. With the war nearing its 

end, Frantz had fonnd himself in charge of a small company of men near 

the town of Smolensk. The Germans had captured two Russian peasants, 

thus presenting Frantz with an unpleasant choice. By torturing the 

prisoners he may elicit information about the partisans who have been 

continually harassing the Germans; by not torturing them, he knows 

that he will continue to expose his soldiers to the risks of further 

attacl>.s and loss of life. In fact, his situation is very similar to 

that of Heinrich in Le Diable et Ie Bon Dieu when he is given the key 

to an underground passage and thus faced with the possibility of saving 

the priests but seeing the poor people massacred by Goetz, or with 

doing nothing and seeing the poor people massacre the priests. In both 

situations the individual is forced to choose evil, and,in the case of 

Frantz,the choice is torture. It also provides him with the chance to 

experience with terrifying and intoxicating intensity the full height 

of his power. "Je revendiquerai Ie mal, je manifesterai mon pOlNoir 
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par la singularit~ d'un acte inoubliable," he cries: "changer l'homrne 

en vermine de Sm1 vivant ••• "(SA206-7). Frantz's experience of power 

proves, however, to have been illusory. He is unable to make the 

prisoners talk and is powerless to prevent the whole of his force from 

being wiped out; but, even more significantly, nothing he can do will 

in any way prevent the military annihilation of Germany and the post-

war economic revival. The truth is that Frantz's actions during the 

war have been as meaningless and as inconsequential as his attempt to 

save the life of the lolish prisoner. lIe has killed and tortured to no 

avail: not only could Germany not win the war, but it was also 

necessary that she lose it to be aLle to enjoy such post-war prosperity. 

The irony of such a situation is conveyed by the father's observation 

"Qui perd gagne"(SA207), a phrase which Sartre had originally thought 

of using as a title for the play.31 

In 1946, when Frantz returns to Germany, the war is over but the 

memory of the last five years of his life cannot be conveniently struck 

from his mind. Although in the course of the war he had discarded 

certain moral principles which earlier he had tried to uphold, his basic 

pride remains. He refuses to renounce responsibility for the actions 

he has committed or to disown his fidelity to Hitler. If the Nuremberg 

tribunal condemns the German leaders as war criminals, the~ the same 

judgement can be made about Frantz. "Je suis Goering," he declares. 

"S'ils le pendent, c'est moi Ie pendu!'(SA44). The idea of collective 

German guilt is intolerable to Frantz and one which he seeKs to evade 

by suggesting that it is an insidious weapon of propaganda used by the 

Allies to justify the crime they are secretly preparing - the destruc

tion of Germany and the extermination of its people. "Tous innocents 

devant l'ennemi," Frantz defiantly announces to his father. "Tous: vous, 

31. See interview in France nouvelle, 17.9.1959. 



- 318 -

moi, Goering et les autres!'(SA44). The devastation of Germany is still 

fresh in his memory, and it is this devastation which mitigates Frantz's 

recourse to torture since he Can argue that it was his duty to do all 

in his power to avoid such a crushing and humiliating defeat. "Les 

ruines me justifiaient," he recalls: "j'aimais nos maisons saccag6es, 

nos enfants muti16s:'(SA207-8). Already, however, Frantz glimpses the 

possibility of his country recovering from its defeat, thus turning the 

last five years of his life into an accumulation of useless and 

unnecessary actions. The origin of Frantz's seclusion and fits of 

madness lies in his efforts to forestall such an eventuality by main-

taining the illusion of a Germany in ruins and by assuming the role of 

a spokesman bearing witness to his age before a tribunal of crabs. 

"J'ai souhait6 la mort de mon pays," he admits, "et je me s6questrais 

pour n'~tre pas t6moin de sa r~surrection!'(SA208). Either Germany is 

destroyed or Frantz becomes "un criminel de droit commun"(SA214). 

"Then Leni suggests to Frantz that he can dispense with the tribunal of 

crabs and with his obsessive fear of being judged by boldly coming to 

terms with himself and declaring: "J'ai fait ce que j,ai voulu et je 

veux ce que j'ai fait"(SA92), she is, in fact, elaborating a theory of 

responsibility similar to that expounded by Oreste in Les Mouches. 

But whereas Oreste calmly accepts the reality and consequences of his 

... . 
acts - the murder of Eg1sthe and Clytemnestre - Frantz knows that, for 

him, total self-acceptance, even in the hypothetical situation of a 

Germany in ruins, is ultimately impossible because his actions include 

torture. His feeling of guilt is explained by his puritanism, but it 

also reflects the evolution in Sartre's thought since he had by this 

time made it clear that, however lucid and responsible one may be, there 

are "des actes inacceptables".32 Sartre is here making a distinction 

of degree between murder and torture as examples of political action, 

between the violence of revolt (which, in Les Mouches, ends the despotic 

32. "Entretien avec Sartre" in L'Express, no.430, 10.9.1959. 
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reign of Egisthe and prepares the way for the liberation of the people 

of Argos) and the violence of oppression (which, in Les S69uestr~s 

d'Altona, contributes only to the dehumanisation of man by man), but 

P.Thody raises an interesting objection when he comments that it is 

equally possible to imagine a situation in which torture is clearly 

the lesser of two evils and can therefore be defended on empirical 

grounds. 33 

Frantz's total seclusion from the outside world has lasted for 

thirteen years and has proved an effective escape from reality. During 

this time, the only person to have remained in contact with him has 

been his sister, Leni, who has contributed to his esca?ism by deliber-

ately concealing from him the real state of the country. When Johanna, 

encc~raged by the father who wants to see Frantz one last time before 

he dies, gains admittance to Frantz's room she momentarily falls under 

his spell and finds herself gradually drawn into his unreal, hallucin-

atory world. But even before Leni, out of jealousy, destroys any 

possible complicity between Johanna and Frantz, Johanna's presence is 

sufficient to induce in Frantz a growing sense of insecurity. "D6ja 

rna folie se d6labre," he says less than a week after her first visit; 

"Johanna, c'6tait mon refuge; que deviendrai-je quand je verrai Ie 

jour?"(SA165). Her attempts to maintain the illusion of Germa~s misery 

have been clumsy and unconvincing: unwittingly, she is the primary 

cause of Frantz's return to reality. wQuand je vous rezarde," he tells 

her, "je connais ~ue la v6rit6 existe et qu'elle n'est pus de mon bor~' 

(SA166). Having failed in his attempt to shut out the outside world, 

Frantz finally emerges from his room to meet his father and be judged. 

He learns what he has suspected all along - that Germany is now a power-

ful and prosperous nation, having endured the devastation of a war which 

it had never any chance of winning. Those who had fought for the Nazis 

33. See introduction to Les S69uestr~s d'Altona, London, University of 
London Press, 1965, p.29. 
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in the belief that the war could be won had merely prolonged the 

suffering and retarded the country's reconstruction. "La v6rit6," says 

the father, "c'est qu'i~s n'ont rien fait du tout, sa.uf des meurtres 

individuels." (SA213). Whereas the father's acts have contributed to the 

formation and development of a vast shipbuilding industry, Frantz has 

nothing to s~ow for the life he has led. Once again he is confronted 

with the reality of his insignificance. "Ta vie, ta mort, de toute 

faf on , c'est ~," he is told by his father. "Tu n'es rien, tu ne 

fais rien, tu n' as rien fait, tu ne peux rien faire!' (SA214) • 

Having once endured the experience of total helplessness, Frantz 

had ferociously launched hhself into military action, the pursuit of 

authority and power eventually leading him to become a torturer. With 

th~ war over, Frantz was haunted not only by the horrifying memory of 

such acts, but also by the possibility of their complete uselessness. 

Shortly afterwards, he had been told to leave the country after assuming 

responsibility for an incident in which Leni had caused the death of 

an American officer. It was at this point that he had locked himself 

in his room and begun thirteen years of confinement and isolation from 

the world outside. The father, having brought up Frantz to command, 

slowly comes to realise that his son lives in a world in which it is 

impossible for him to fulfil the role that he, the father, had fulfilled 

before him. The inevitable economic resurgence of Germany after the 

war and the revival of his o,~ industry convince him that Frantz will 

never experience the individual power and authority which he had once 

enjoyed. The father had been an instigator of pro:'ress and change, 

while Frantz is no more than an onlooker. He ca.nnot play an active 

part in the development of his father's industry because it has formed 

an independent life of its own, and henceforth it will owe its expanSon 

and prosperity to the impersonal forces of capitalism and not to the 

efforts and ingenuity of anyone man. "Je voulais que tu m~nes 

l'Entreprise apr~s moi," the father tells Frantz. "C'est elle qui 
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m~ne. Elle choisit ses hommes. Moi, elle mla 6limin~: je poss~de 

mais je ne commande plus~'(SA215). This declaration by t~Je father is 

not totally unexpected since, in an earlier scene with "lerner, he had 

tried to overcome the latter's hesffiations and misgivings by pointing 

out that the industry, although vast and complex, had become self

governing. "II y a beau temps que je ne d6cide plus rien," he had 

told Werner. "Je signe Ie courrier. L'a,nn6e prochaine, c'est toi 

qui Ie signeras." (SA22) • 

The father's judgement of Frantz turns out to be an admission of 

his own guilt since it was he who had instilled into him the love of 

power which is the direct cause of Frantz's inability to come to terms 

with life as he has experienced it. "Si je pouvais croire que tu sois 

efficace ailleurs et autrement ••• ," he says to Frantz. "!-lais je t'ai 

fait monarque; aujourd'hui cela veut dire: propre a rie~'(SA215). 
There is no way that Frantz can ever realise his innermost aspirations. 

He was destined to experience only frustration and helplessness, and for 

this the father is prepared to accept total responsibility. "Dis a 

ton tribunal de Crabes que je suis seul coupable - et de tout" (SA216), 

he says. This is, in fact, exactly what Frantz had hoped to hear. For 

thirteen years he had tried to hide from his past and to avoid being 

judged. In moments of lucidity he had thought of committing suicide, 

but had decided that suicide could not erase his past. Now, the fa.ther 

is prepared to take the burden of judgement on his own shoulders. For 

Frantz, however, there is one memory which, as long as he lives, can

not be dismissed from his mind: the night he became a torturer. The 

image of the torturer is one which his father alone ca.n erase by 

reabsorbing Frantz's identity into himself. As long as he and Frantz 

remain alive they will always exist as two separate individuals; but 

in committing suicide together they will be reunited and made one in 

death. "Vous aurez 6t6 rna cause et mon destin jusqu'au bout"(SA218), 

Frantz tells his father, while the latter, at first reluctant to 
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precipitate the death of the son he loves but has destroyed, finally 

accepts Frantz's proposals. "Je t'ai fait~ je te d'ferai," he 

declares. "Ha mort enveloP11era la tienne et, finalement, je serai 

seul a mourir." (SA218). 

The play ends with the father and Frantz driving to t1)eir death 

in Leni's car, with Leni locking herself away in Frantz's room and 

with Frantz's favourite recording, his argument for the defence of his 

age, echoing across an empty stage. It is an exceedingly powerful 

conclusion to an enthralling but highly disturbing play. After the 

exaltation of freedom in Les Mouches and the mature assessment of 

"praxis" in Les Mains sales and Le Diable et Ie Bon Dieu, Sartre's 

final group of plays seems to be emphasising man's increasing power

lessness and enslavement at the hands of hostile social forces. One 

of the most obvious restrictions on the freedom of the individual, as 

the case of Prantz amply demonstrates, comes from parental upbringing. 

Frantz is himself fully aware of the extent to which he is no more 

than a reflection of his father with no real life and mind of his 

own. Thus, when he is visited by Johanna for the first time, he 

immediately suspects that it is his father who had told her to take 

such care with her appearance. Frantz knows his father's thoughts 

and intentions almost instinctively. *Quand je veux pr6voir Ie tour 

qu'il manigance," he tells Johanna, "je commence par me lessiver Ie 

cerveau et puis je fais confiance au vide; les premieres pens6es qui 

naissent, ce sont les siennes1'(SA103). Frantz's evident admiration 

for his father as a young boy develops into increasing resentment and 

hostility as he realises the extent to which his identity has been 

predetermined. His anger and frustration at what he has done or failed 

to do is directed not against himself, but against the man who has made 

it almost impossible for him to act in any other way. "Je me moque 

qu'il vive! Je me moque qu'il creve!" he cries when he is first told 

of his father's fatal illness. "Regardez ce qu'il a fait de moit"(SA104). 
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He refutes Johanna's suggestion that the secluded life he has been 

leading indicates a free choice on his part. In fact, he claims that 

the initial choice which has moulded his whole life was made even 

before he was born. "Neuf mois avant ma naissance," he says, "on a 

fait choix de mon nom, de mon office, de mon caract~re et de mon 

desti~' (SA1 07). 

The influence on the individual of his upbringing and early 

environment is analysed with far greater detail in Les S~questr~s 

d'Altona than in either Kean or Nekrllssov. The importa.nce of such an 

influence is overlooked in Sartre's early work although one of the 

stories of Le Mur33 deals with the upbringing of a young boy destined 

to become a "chef" and thus prefigures, to a certain extent, the 

tragic situation of Frantz. But although Sartre was aware at that 

time of the effect of family life on the formation of the individual, 

he stressed the individual's freedom to change himself and his 

situation by action. This very positive and challenging attitude to 

life is expressed in plays like Les Mo~ches and Huis clos, but Sartre's 

later work 9perates a gradual shift of emphasis and underlines the 

extent to which such freedom is restricted. Reflecting on his own 

childhood, Sartre writes with particular venom of the bond of paternity 

and considers that the death of his father "fut la grande affaire de 

rna vie: e11e rendit ma mere ~ ses chaines et me donna la libert~.,,34 

Sartre's increasing interest in psychology and sociology, and his 

acceptance of the basic principles of Harxism, do not, however, 

indicate that he has abandoned the idea of man's powers of self-

determination. In fact, he continues to affirm his belief in the 

individual's basic freedom, and he is resolutely opposed to any phil-

osophy or science which would make of him a simple and predictable unit 

33. Paris, Ga11imard, 1939. The story in question is L'Enfance d'un 
~. 

34. Les Mots, p.11. 
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in a vast, impersonal system. Commenting on the situation of Frantz, 

Sartre observed that he cannot be understood as a man who had never at 

any time been free to choose another course of action, but adds that 

he is "tellement form~ par sa famille, tellement form6 par l'horrible 

exp~rience de son impuissance, il a en outre et~ si peu 6lev6 pour 

l'amour des hommes, pour les liens humains, qu'il devait presque 

n~cessairement faire ce qu'il a fait finalement. 1I35 Sartre would seem 

to be making a vital distinction between determinism - if we understand 

by this a belief in man's total powerlessness in the hands of external 

forces - and conditioning - which, while allowing for a certain degree 

of autonomy, stresses the limits to freedom and the obstacles to action. 

On a more general level, Frantz is a victim of the age in which he 

is born. Not only can he claim with much justification that an identity 

had been reserved for him even before he had been born, he can also 

point out that, although it was he who fought in the war, it was those 

of his father's generation who were really responsible for it. Frantz's 

helplessness in this respect does not, however, preclude an awareness 

of his own basic freedom and a sense of personal responsibility, and 

this explains his feelings of guilt and fear of judgement for the 

actions which he has committed. His situation reflects the paradox and 

irony of Sartre's observation: "On ne fait pas ce qu'on veut et 

cependant on est responsable de ce qu'on est •••• ,,36 The oppressive 

forces against which the individual must struggle do not, however, 

end with his upbringing and social milieu, nor with his exploitation 

and subjugation at the hands of hostile groups or classes, but also 

include "sa propre creation en tant qu'elle devient autre.,,37 There is 

a forewarning of this kind of situation in Nekrassov where Georges 

35. Un th6~tre de situations, p.347 (Our underlining). 

36. Situations, 11, pp.26-7. 

37. Critique de la raison dialectigue, p.202. 
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suddenly finds himself a helpless pawn in the virulent anti-Communist 

campaign which he had first launched. In Les S~guestr~s d'Altona, 

this alien force or creation is represented by the father's ship

building industry, referred to almost reverentially by him as 

"1'Entreprise". Before the war, the father had had an important role 

to play in the development of the industry, but inthe post-war years 

he had seen that role gradually diminish and finally disappear 

altogether. "L'Entreprise cr~~e par l'homme pour 6chapper ~ la 

rarete," writes M.-D.Boros, "se d6tache de son cr~ateur pour former 

une entit~ opaque qui va commander aux hommes et dominer leur destin, 

sans qu'ils puissent rien faire pour freiner sa marche implacatla.,,38 

None of Frantz's actions could, in any way, alter or modify the 

inevitable growth and expansion of the industry. "Pour agir, tu 

prenais les plus gros risques et, tu vois, elle transformait m gestes 

tous tes actes"(SA215), the father tells Frantz. The word "geste lt is 

here used in an entirely different context from that of Sartre's 

earlier plays where an act becomes a gesture when the end in view is a 

certain appearance or image. ~, of course, provides the most striking 

example of action reduced to a series of theatrical poses, but hean is 

not essentially different from many of Sartre's other major characters. 

Indeed, as M.-D. Boros observes, we are all, to a certain extent, 

actors like Kean "dans la mesure ou nous adoptons l'attitude magique 

de l'homme qui se fait poss~der par un role, puis s'aveugle lui-m~me 

au point de prendre au s~rieux Ie personnage dont il se fait habiter".39 

She points out that "Ie veritable sujet agissant sera celli qui aura 

r6ussi ••• it rejeter et a de'passer ••• tout d6sir 'd'~tre' quoi que ce 

soit ••• pour s'engager v~ritablement dans les entreprises concr~tes,,,40 

a striking example of which is given by Goetz's conversion to political 

38. Un S6guestr6: l'homme sartrien, p.43. 

39. ~., p.159. Cf. Sartre par lui-m~me, p.114. 

40. Un Seguestre l'homme sartrien, p.130. 
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action at the end of Le Diable et Ie Bon Dieu. This important dis

tinction between acts and gestures does not, however, apply to the 

case of someone like Frantz whose actions are eroded not by pretence 

but by his basic powerlessness. His acts have become gestures for 

the simple reason that the situation renders them ineffectual. 

The plot and structure of Les S'guestr~s d'Altona emphasise yet 

another threat to the freedom of the individual. It was Sartre's 

intention to concentrate on the interaction of a small group of people 

and to show how each person could affect the destiny of the others. 

The circularity of the action recalls the situation of Euis clos in 

which Garcin, Estelle and In~s are left to continue their hopeless 

pursuit of each other in hell. The comparison is particularly sig

nificant because it throws light on Sartre's evolution from ontological 

to sociological preoccupations. In Huis clos, the threat to the 

individual comes from the look or judgement of the other, whereas in 

Les S~guestr~s d'Altona the fate of Frantz depends on the decisions 

and concrete actions of the remaining members of the family. By 

deciding to stay at Altona and to take over tIle management of the 

father's industry, Werner forces Johanna to accept the father's pro

posals and to go and see Frantz. This causes the intervention of Leni 

which, in turn, prepares us for Frantz's return to rea.lity and the 

final confrontation with the father. Thus each of the characters in 

the play has a significant part to play in the final judgement and 

condemnation of Frantz. The von Gerlach family is intended as a symbol 

of society, and the interaction between each of the characters suggests 

the extent to which the individual may be manipulated by hostile social 

forces. 

Three important conclusions can be drawn from Les S~guestr~s d'Altona. 

The first is that, although Sartre is not refuting the theory of free

dom and responsibility on which the whole of his early dramatic work 

is based, he is modifying it to take into account the effects of 
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parental upbringing and of one's social and political situation. 

Although Les Mains sales and Le Diable et Ie Bon Dieu had examined 

some of the limits to the freedom of the individual committed to 

political action, the underlying message of both plays had been 

helpful: man continued to act on the outside world with seemingly 

every chance of changing it. Kean, Nekrassov and Les S~(1Jestr~s 

d'Altona, on the other hand, emphasise the extent to which the outside 

world also acts upon and changes man. "Pour moi," declared Sartre, 

"Ie monde fait l'homme et l'homme fait Ie monde.,,41' It was the first 

of these propositions which had been overlooked in Les Mouches and, 

to a lesser extent, in Le Diable at Ie Bon Dieu. The second con

clusion to be drawn from Les S~guestrts d'Altona is that Sartre had 

beco,ile increasingly conscious of the sombre complexity of the political 

situation with which the individual was confronted in post-war Europe. 

Indeed, when asked what particular feeling or emotion he ha,d intended 

to arouse with his play, Sartre replied: "Le sentiment de l'ambiguit6 

de notre temps. La' morale, la politique, plus rien n'est simple.,,42 

The recognition of this ambiguity does not obscure the fact that 

universal political freedom is the goal for which man is striving; it 

merely emphasises the difficulties and traps that attend the pursuit 

of this goal. The conclusion of Le Diable et Ie Bon Dieu tends to 

minimise this ambiguity by showing Goetz in a situation where there is 

a straightforward choice of action. Moreover, by choosing to lead the 

peasants against the barons, Goetz is also able to express his new

found humanism and solidarity, whereas in Les S6'guestr6's d'Altona 

suicide, although a logical and necessary end for Frantz, does not in 

any way resolve the contradictions with which he had been faced. The 

third conclusion with which the spectator is left is that he belongs 

41. France nouvelle, 17.9.1959. 

42. "Entretien avec Sartre" in L'Express, no.430, 10.9.1959. 
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to a violent and criminal age which will be judged ~nd condelnned by 

later generations. Here Sartre conveys in dramatic form an idea which 

he had already expressed in his study of Genet. "Ces hommes masqu6s 

qui nous succ~deront et qui auront sur tout des lumi~res que nous ne 

pouvons pas marne entrevoir," he writes, "nous sentons qu'i1s nous 

jugent; pour ces yeux futurs dont Ie regard nous hante, notre 6poque 

43 
sera objet. Et objet coupab1e." The masked men who will pass 

judgement on theiwentieth century have become, in Les S~guestr6s d'Altona, 

the terrifying and sinister tribunal of crabs whose presence is evoked 

throughout the second and fourth acts which take place in Frantz's 

room, and again at the end of the play in his speech for the defence 

of the age. The idea of judgement and objectification occurs in Huis 

clos but on a purely ontological level, the individual's identity -
being fixed or appropriated by an aliGn consciousness, whereas in 

Les S~guestr~s d'Altona Bartre has introduced a historical perspective. 

Another similarity between Saint Genet, com6dien et martyr and 

Les S~guestr~s d'Altona lies in the respective roles of Genet and 

Frantz. Sartre describes Genet as "notre prochain, notre fr~re,,44 

holding up before us a mirror in which our collective guilt is 

reflected, while Frantz is also a figure with whom we can identify 

and through whom our guilt is made apparent. The fact that Frantz had 

returned to Germany after long, bitter fighting in a war his country 

was certain to lose was a clear and unambiguous reference to the 

situation of Frenchmen in 1959, involved in a hopeless struggle to 

crush the revolt of nationalist forces in Algeria. It was also no 

secret at this time that the French had resorted to the widespread use 

of torture in Algeria, and although several of Sartre's plays show 

43. Saint Genet, com6dien et martyr, p.549. 

44. llli· 
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that political action invariably necessitates violence, this is 

clearly one form of violence which he finds totally unacceptable. 

In the preface to Henri Alleg's La Question,45 a firsthand account 

of the treatment of political prisoners in Algeria during the war, 

Sartre denounces the practice of torture as "une v~role qui ravage 

1'6'poque enti~rell46 and shows how it has slowly and insidiously 

become an accepted political weapon. Just as Frantz had been forced 

one day to awaken to the horrifying reality of Smolensk, so the 

French, having once suffered at the hands of the Germans, now find 

that it is they who are responsible for suffering, and suddenly 

realise that the face they have caught sight of in the mirror - "un 

visage 'tranger, haissable,,47 - is, in fact, their own. Prantz also 

learns that the torture to which he had resorted was useless from a 

political point of view as well as being morally unacceptable, and 

here Sartre anticipates the case of French soldiers returning to 

France in the knowledge that the acts of violence and brutality which 

they had been forced to commit were, in the long run, ineffectual 

and unnecessary. Indeed, in 1962 Algeria eventually cained independence 

and France, if not thriving on account of this defeat, was certainly 

not adversely affected by it. 

To see Frantz exclusively as a representative or symbol of the 

French people would, however, be placing too strict and limited an 

interpretation on the play, although the Algerian war was clearly upper-

most in Sart~e's mind when Les S6guestr6s d'Altona was written. Frantz's 

situation could, in fact, apply with equal force to those who had 

supported Stalin during his reign of terror or to the Germans involved 

in the extermination of the Jews. Indeed, the whole history of Sartre's 

generation is one of violence and conflict, and, on a more general level, 

,-
45. Paris~ Editions de Minuit, 1958. 

Situations, V, Paris, Gallimard, 

46. Situations, V, p.80. 

47. lE..!i., p.73. 

Sartre's preface is reprinted in 
1964. 
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Sartre sees his playas an expression of "la consternation qui saisit 

les ho~nes de mon ~ge (cinquante - cinq ans) et un peu plus jeunes, quand 

,. 
ils regardent cette epoque que nous avons tous faite et qu'ils disent: 

t 
,,,43 

'M bon, c 'es ~a. Noreover, because Sartre retains his belief in 

man's basic freedom, he is justified in considering that those of his 

generation must bear the responsibility for the great collective crimes 

that had been perpetrated in their lifetime. "De l'ensemble de cette 

histoire violente," he declared, "nous deven.s consid6rer que nous sommes 

49 tous responsables." Like Frantz, we oscillate between efforts to evade 

our responsibility and moments of lucid and critical self-ex~nination, 

between feelings of justification and doubt, innocence and guilt. "~n 

ce sens, "wrote Sartre in the programme for the play' s revival in l">ari s 

in 1965, "Frantz, cas-limite, fuyard qui se questionne implacablement 

sur ses responsabilit~s historiques devrait, si j'ai de la chance, nous 

fasciner et nous faire horreur dans la mesure m@me ou nous lui 

50 ressemblons." Thus, although at that time the war in Algeria had come 

to an end and with it the practice of torture, the play still retained 

much of its impact and relevance since it left the spectator with the 

question: "qu'as-tu fait de ta vie?,,51 

Host critics have found Les Sequestres d'Altona to be the most pess-

imistic of all Sartre's plays. J.Palmer, for example, considers that "the 

world of the play is rotten to the core, for the characters' cult of 

failure paralyses the springs of action, and the social system which is 

responsible for the tragedy will continue, the Gerlach mansion will con-

t b 'nh b't d ,,52 tinue 0 e 1 a 1 e • There is no question, however, of Sartre 

passively accepting such a world nor indeed is he saying, as P.Thody 

48. 

49. 

50. 

51 • 

52. 

Les Ecrivains en personne, p.222 

"Sartre r6pond aux jeunes" in L'Express, no.455, 3.3.1960. This firm 
and unambiguous statement of responsibility recalls Sartre's startling 
assertion in L'Etre et Ie N~ant that he was "aussi profond6ment res
ponsable de la guerre que si je l'avais moi-m~me d6clar6'e"{p.641), and 
underlines the basic consistency and continuity of his thought. 

See Un th~~tre de situations, pp.357-8. 

~, p.358. 

"Les S~9uestr6s d'Altona:Sartre's black tragedy" in 
no.2,April,1970,p.161. French Studies, 
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suggests, that man "is condemned both by his own nature and by the 

situation in which he finds himself to do only evil.,,53 Although 

Frantz's upbringing and the historical context in which he finds himself, 

make torture almost inevitable, his is a particular case of which Sartre 

is not making a general rule. The implications of Les S6guestr6s d'Altona 

are not that all action is useless because it is bound to fail, but that 

concerted and responsible political action is necessary if the world is 

to be changed. Just as Huis clos should, in part, be seen as an exhor-

tation to break free from the constraints of habit or public opinion, 

so Les Seguestres d'Altona, by presenting us with an oppressive and 

violent world in which man is often totally impotent and alone, provides 

at the same time the springboard for a greater degree of political aware-

ness and contestation. Thus, without formulating or explicitly proposing 

a precise course of action, the play, as M.Contat points out, "peut 

r'veiller en nous, par r~action, 18 volont~ d'une r'appropriation du 

monde a des fins humaines, l'exigence d'un monde ou l'homme serait enfin 

sujet de l'Histoire.,,54 Despite this important qualification, ~ 

Seguestr~s d'Altona remains a sombre and frightening portrait of our age, 

and the reasons for this are to be found in the violence and conflict 

through which Sartre had lived and in his increasing awareness of his 

own powerlessness as a writer committed to the cause of justice and 

freedom. At the time of writing "Qu'est-ce que la litt~rature?" Sartre 

clearly thought that the novelist or dramatist could have an effect on 

his public by drawing its attention to some of the more significant 

political and moral issues of the time. He soon came to realise, how-

ever, that literature, had neither the absolute vane he had initially 

attributed to it, nor the power to change people or influence public 

opinion. It was not only in the field of literature, but also as a 

political demonstrator or essayist that Sartre experienced his power-

lessness. "Ncius avons cri', 

53. Sartre: A Literary and Political Study, p.133. 

54. Explication des "S~9uestr~s d'Altona" de Jean-Paul Sartre, 
p.69. 
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t t
t . I pro es e, s1gne, contresign6," he wrote in 1960, looking back over the 

years of protest and agitation; "nous avons, selon nos habitudes de. 

pens~e, d~clar6: 'II n'est pas admissible ••• ' ou: 'La pro16tariat 

n'admettra pas ••• ' Et puis finalement nous sommes l~: donc nous avons 

,. 55 tout accepte." From their numerous disappointments and frustrations. 

Sartre and those of his generation had learned one thing above all else 

_ "(leur) radicale impuissance".56 Never could this powerlessness have 

been experienced more acutely by Sartre than during the Algerian war. 

Despite numerous appeals in Les Temps modernes to open peace negotiations 

in Algeria and eye-witness accounts of the unnecessary horror and suffering 

caused by the war, the public outcry was minimal and the government con-

tinued its policy of repression against the F.L.N. The situation clearly 

had a profound effect on Sartre who was sickened by the public's refusal 

to take a firm stand against the government and bitterly aware of the 

inadequacy of his own protests. In an article written in 1958, for 

example, and entitled "Nous sommes tous des assassins",57 Sartre denounced 

the absurdity of condemning to death two people working for the F.L.N. 

and involved in an act of sabotage which would have incurred no loss of 

life when the government had calmly accepted the bombing of Sakiet and 

the death of civilians. till faut Ie r6'p6'ter chaque jour aux imb&'ciles 

qui souhaitent 6pouvanter l'univers en lui montrant 'Ie visage terrible 

de la France'," he wrote: 
/ lila France n'epouvante personne ••• elle 

53 
commence a. faire horreur, c'est tout." 

It was against this political background and as a result of Sartre's 

experience of helplessness, guilt and horror at that time that Les 

S~9uestr~s d'Altona was conceived and written. A discussion on the 

subject of the theatre and politics in which Sartre took part with writers 

like Arthur Adamov and Nichel Butor about eighteen months before ~ 

stguestr6's d'Altona was staged in I'ads shows the extent to which Sartre 

55. 

56. 

57. 

58. 

Situations, IV, p.138. 

~. ,p.138. 

Reproduced in Situations, V. 

Ibid., p.71. 
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was already preoccupied with the question of writing about the Algerian 

war in a form which would be theatrically viable and which would also 

°d hO 59 aV01 censors 1p. He had been in a similar position when writing ~ 

Mouches where his use of the Orestes legend had ensured the necessary 

distancing and had, at the same time, passed through the net of German 

censorship. Les S~guestr6's d'Altona, on the other hand, is set firmly 

in the present, but by situating the action in Germany and by drawing to 

a large extent on Frantz's experiences during the war, Sartre effectively 

overcomes the problems of distancing and censorship by transposing the 

issues raised by the Algerian war into a different historical context. 

He was particularly interested in the historical period of Les St<JuestrJs 

d'Altona because it provided the kind of extreme situation with which to 

hold the attention of the spectators. The Germans who had lived through 

the rise to power of Hitler's National-Socialist party, six years of war 

and the crushing defeat of their country were, he felt, faced with a far 

more agonising examination of their past and their responsibilities than 

most of their contemporaries. itA mon avis, Ie probl~me d'avoir ~ porter 

1 " hO t ° I' t t d' ' un jugement sur e passe 1S or1que recen e avoir a en assumer 1a 

/ 60 responsabilite est beaucoup plus aigu, plus clair pour les Allemands,tI 

declared Sartre, adding that the same questions 'WOuld probably be asked 

by the French when the war in Algeria had come to an end. 

It was not the form but the content of Sartre's play of which there 

was the most criticism. It was suggested that the basic meaning of the 

work was obscured by the multiplicity of themes and ideas which Sartre had 

tried to include in it. Apart from the question of torture and the fairly 

clear allusion to the war in Algeria, the play contains reflections of a 

more general and less precise nature on individual and collective respon-

sibility and on the inevitability of a future historical judgement. 

59. See tiLe theatre peut-il aborder l'actualit6 politique?1t in France _ 
Observateur, no.405, 13.2.1958. 

60. Un th6atre de situations, p.336. 
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Sartre also tried to examine some of the barriers and threats to 

individual freedom, emphasising the effect of upbringing and using the 

example of the father's industry to demonstrate the hostile power of 

circumstances which man himself has brought about (an idea which he 

analyses at great length in the Critique de la raison dialectigue). 

In addition to this, critics found in the relationships within the 

von Gerlach family and in Frantz's madness and seclusion echoes of 

Huis clos and Le Hur. "La pi~ce est de celle dont la densit6 appelle 

61 la lecture," wrote M.Capron in her review of the play, while B. 

Poriot-Delpech considered that "1 ' incertitude sur Ie sen.S profond de 

la piace est bien Ie sentiment dominant 1 la sortie du th~atre."62 

Since the ideas and situations in any play are intended to be effect-

ively grasped in performance rather than be enhanced and clarified 

by a reo.ding of the text, there must remain some doubt as to the com-

/ / pleteness of Les Seguestres d'Altona as a work written for the stage. 

On the other hand, it would be quite wrong to sU6'gest that the play 

fails, in performance, to generate a deep interest or achieve a 

lasting theatrical effect. Indeed, that this is not the case, is 

borne out by the fact that it was played throughout the whole of the 

1959-60 season at the Th4~tre de la Renaissance in Paris and then 

successfully revived at the Th6~tre de l'Athen6e in 1965. Although 

Les S'guestr~s d'Altona is very dissimilar in theme and tone to 

Le Diable et Ie Bon Dieu, the two plays do have much in common: both 

have the distinct disadvantage of being exceedingly long - even after 

cuts the original performance of Les S'guestres d'Altona lasted for 

four hours - while they also depend for much of their effect on the 

fascination engendered by the central character, a monstrous but 

ultimately deeply human figure. The first production of Les S'guestr~s 

61. Combat, 26.9.1959. 

62. "Les Se'guestr's d'Altona" in Recherches et D€bats, no.32, 
septembre, 1960, p.60. 
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d'Altona will probably be remembered, above all, for Serge Reggiani's 

interpretation of the role of Frantz and for his ability to transform 

Frantz's wild and seemingly incoherent monologues into a powerful and 

moving theatrical experience. "The sudden intrusions of a strange 

kind of poetry into the apparently solid, bourgeois world of the von 

63 Gerlachs provided some of the best effects in Sartre's theatre," 

writes P.Thody, adding that the contrast between the language of 

Frant. and that of the rest of the family effectively evokes the two 

different levels of reality on which the play operates, namely the 

metaphysical and historical dimension introduced by Frantz and the 

64 concrete social order represented by the father. The gradual dis-

integration of this order is symbolised by the cancer from which the 

father is dying, while the contrast between the two levels of reality 

is made even more apparent by the different physical levels of Frantz's 

room on the first floor and the living-room on the ground floor where 

65 the family reunion take place. There is also, as O.Pucciani points out, 

a striking analogy between the situation of Frantz and that of Sartre 

himself. Frantz is enclosed in his room as Sartre is isolated by his 

status as an intellectual and by his career as a writerl both have 

experienced powerlessness and guilt, and both bear testimony to the 

horror of their age, a testimony which will survive long after their 

death and be listened to or read by future generations. These are 

clear and striking symbols which help to draw the audience's attention 

to certain essential aspects of the play, but one is left with the 

final impression that, in Les S'9uestr~s d'Altona, Sartre has tried to 

express too many ideas, thus seriously undermining the overall value 

and effect of the work by the weight of its intellectual content. 

63. 

64. 

65. 

Introduction, Les S'guestr's d'Altona, London, University of London 
Press, 1965, p.35. 

The same point was made earlier by O.Pucciani in an interview with 
Sartre in Tulane Drama Review, no.3, March, 1961, p.16. Although 
Sartre seems reluctant to use the word "metaphysical" in connexion 
with the world of Frantz, the epithet is surely a valid one in view 
of the latter's preoccupation with responsibility, guilt, judgement 
and absolution. 
See "Les se"juestres d'Altona of Jean-Paul Sartre" in Tulane Drama 
Review, no. , March,1961, p.32. 
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Sartre's last direct involvement with the theatre was his 

66 
adaptation of Les Troyennes, performed by the T.N.P. at the Palais 

de Chaillot in 1965. Although it cannot be claimed that Les Troyennes 

occupies a particularly significant place in Sartre's work, it can be 

seen as an appropriate epilogue to the trilogy of plays which precede 

it and which provide a final assessment of the individual's historical 

situation and role. Although, as in~, Sartre was attracted by the 

technical problems which his adaptation would involve, it was clearly 

the play's theme and political message which interested him most, that 

is to say, a condemnation of war and, more particularly, of imperialism. 

Whereas the social and political implications of ~ are something 

which Sartre had to emphasise in his adaptation of Dumas' play, he was 

able to leave the basic content of Euripides' play virtually untouched, 

concentrating instead on the language and style. Sartre had been struck 

by a performance of Les Troyennes during the Algerian war and had noted 

how favourably it had been received by the audience. The additions 

which he made to the play underline his increasingly sombre appraisal of 

the human condition which he sees as being continually ravaged by vio-

lence and conflict. He emphasises, for example, an idea which had been 

given great prominence in Les Stguestr6s d'Altona - namely that man is 

often his own worst enemy. Frantz's defence of the age had reminded us 

that "Ie si~cle eat 6t6 bon si l'homme n'eat ~t~ guett6 par son ennemi 

cruel, imm'moria1, par l'espece carnassi~re qui avait jur~ sa perte, par 

la bete sans poi1 et maligne, par l'homme"(SA222), and the image of the 

beast is repeated several times in the course of his speech. The same 

image occurs in Les Troyennes where the chorus, echoing Hecube's lamen-

tations, emphasises the illusory nature of human happiness, "On se 

fascine sur l'apparence/sans voir 1a bate immonde qu'e1le dissimu1e!'(T62). 

66. All textual references are taken from Les Troyennes, Paris, 
Gallimard, 1966, and will be incorporated in the thesis in the 
following abbreviated form: (T •• ). Eg. (T20) = Les Troyennes, 
p.20. 
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In a world of conflict, action is often rendered futile and the 

individual is faced with the bitter realisation that his efforts have 

counted for nothing. This is another of the themes of Les SGguestr~s 

d'Altona which finds expression in Les Troyennes. Cassandre, for 

example, declares that the Greeks have no reason to feel victorious or 

triumphant since the Trojans can proudly claim to have defended their 

land and people, whereas the Greek soldiers lost during the war have 

died "pour rien"(T49). Andromaque, on the other hand, does not believe 

that the cause, however just or glorious, can in any way offset the 

futile and unnecessary loss of Trojan lives, declaring that her husband, 

Hector, had also died "pour rien"(T68). Finally, Hecube, having given 

Astyanax, Andromaque's son, great care and attention, is confronted with 

the futility of her devotion since the Greeks have decided to execute 

Astyanax before returning home. "Tant de soucis, tant de soins/pour 

rien, toujours pour rien," she bitterly laments. (T119). 

The contemporary relevance of Les Troyennes from a political point 

of view hardly needed underlining for Sartre's audience in view of the 

recent troubles, first in Indo-China and then in Algeria, but the play's 

denunciation of imperialism is made even more explicit by Sartre and 

even more relevant to France by the Greeks being referred to as 

Europeans intent on invading and colonising another continent. "Hommes 

de l'Europe,/vous m6prisez l'Afrique et l'Asie/et vous no us appelez 

barbares, je crois, " cries Andromaque, "Mais quand la gloriole et la 

cupidit6/vous jettent chez nous,/vous pillez, vous torturez, vous 

massacrez."(T81). This contrast between Europe and the Third World, is, 

in fact, more of a transposition of ideas than an addition on Sartre's 

part since, as he points out, it reflects "l'opposition antique entre 

Grecs et Barbares, entre la Grande Gr$ce qui d6veloppait sa civilisation 

vers la M~diterrann~e, et les etablissements d'Asie Mineure o~ 

l'imp6rialisme colonial d'Ath~nes s'exer~ait avec une f6rocite qu'Euri

pide dinonce sans m.~agement" (T7). Les Troyennes should also be seen as 
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a reflection on war in general and, in this respect, the conclusion in 

which we are told that the Greeks, having rased Troy to the ground, will 

themselves be wiped out on their return home is an apt reminder that, 

in an atomic war, there would be no ultimate victors. "Faites la 

guerre, mortels imb6ciles," says Poseidon in the final scene which 

Sartre has added to the origin~" ••• Vous en c~verez./Tous!t(T130). 

H~cubets words in the preceding scene suggest that the gods too wi~l 

disappear from the earth and it thus on a note of total destruction 

that the play ends. 
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CHAPTER 8 

Two Concrete ApproRches to the Vlest for Parsons} Identitv 

The word "euristic" has been used by both Harcel and Sartre to 

describe tbeir philosophical method and provides an equally approp-

riate description of their theatre, since the plays are dominated by 

the individual's search for harmony and a true sense of personal 

identity in a world in which he feels an outsider, a misfit or a mere 

number. A state of alienation and of exile thus forms the starting 

point of the individual's journey of self-discovery, while the ful-

filment or realisation of a meaningful personal existence is the goal 

towards which he is striving. In this respect, there is considerable 

similarity between the theatre of Marcel and Sartre, but the precise 

meaning which each dramatist attaches to terms like alienation or true 

personal identity is fundamentally different. 

The first of these terms, for example, is used by Marcel to 

describe the feeling of spiritual confusion and unease in which we see 

the majority of the characters in his plays. liMon oeuvre dramatique, 

dans son ensemble, peut etre consideree comme Ie th6~tre de l'ame en 

exil," he writes. "J'ai tenta d'y montrer Ie tragique de l'ali~nation 

1 sous toutes ses formes." The characters' alienation is underlined 

by the recurrence in their speeches of images of darkness and obscurity 

or by their insistence on having mistaken their route or lost their 

way. They find themselves imprisoned in a world which is undermined 

by self-centredness, increasing loneliness and isolation, and an over-

whelming sense of hopelessness. Life seems to have lost its essential 

value and purpose, and the individual feels within himself a need for 

meaning, assurance and peace. This need, which is indicative of man's 

spiritual essence or soul, can only be answered when the individual 

opens on to a transcendent world of love, mystery and communion. In 

Le },londe casse, Le Dard and L'jroissaire it is through the continuing 

1. Les Nouvelles litteraires, 7.6.1951. 
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presence of those loved but no longer alive (on earth) that Christiane, 

Werner and Antoine are assured that such a world exists and is 

accessible to us all, and they, in turn, can guide and enlighten 

those who are close to them. Thus Laurent is moved by Christiane's 

new belief and assurance and Sylvie responds to Antoine's humility and 

sincerity, while Simon in Le Signe de la Croix is inspired by tante 

L6na's unwavering courage and Pascal in Rome n'est plus dans Rome 

finds his revolt transmuted into assurance and faith by the seemingly 

chance intercession of a young monk. Faith and hope is seen not as a 

form of salvation or reconciliation on an individual level, but as an 

experience of transcendence in which the individual is not only reunited 

with those he has loved most deeply, but also joined in spiritual 

brotherhood with other fellow beings engaged "dans cette sorte de 

pelerinage hasardeux qu'est l'existe~ce humaine.,,2 "Or, je ne crois 

pas m'abuser en disant que cette affirmation du Corps mystique", 

writes Narcel, "est comme Ie pale magn6tique vers lequel gravite toute 

mon oeuvre dramatique - et celles memes de mes pi~ces qui semblent 

baigner tout entieres dans l l angoisse.,,3 The plays written before 

Marcel's conversion are marked by an almost nostalgic longing for peace 

and harmony, but the conclusion of La Chapelle ardente and of Un Homme 

de Dieu, for example, seems at first sight depressingly sombre. Aline 

will continue, albeit unwittingly, to intrude into and devastate the 

lives of those around her, while Claude has no certain answer to his 

anguished plea for self-knowledge. Noreover, in La Chapelle ardente 

we see how the death of those we have loved, instead of being transmuted 

into an illuminating spiritual presence, may lead to a form of blinding 

idolatry and thus become a totally destructive influence. In other 

2. Th~atre et Religion, p.75. 

3. "Th~atre et philosophie. Leurs rapports dans mon oeuvre." in 
Recherches et Debats, no.2, octobre, 1952, p.38. 
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words, both plays, like many others written during the same period, 

emphasise the inescapable reality of solitude and suffering in our 

life on earth and give no firm indication of any other order or level 

of human experience. On what basis, therefore, can Marcel suggest 

that the recognition of the mystical body of Christ is the magnetic 

pole towards which his early as well as his later dramatic work moves? 

First of all, there is the evidence of a play like L'Iconoclaste 

which was composed as early as 1919, a few years before La Chapelle 

ardente and Un Homme de Dieu, and which explicitly affirms the 

positive value of mystery, an affirmation which is central to the 

author's belief in the reality of spiritual communion. Secondly, the 

movement of Marcel's early plays, although not immediately transparent 

even to the author at the time they were conceived and written, 

becomes far clearer when seen within the context of his dramatic work 

as a whole. This total assessment of Marcel's work enables us to 

see that, although there is obviously a very significant step fo~ard 

from both La Chapelle ardente and Un Homme de Dieu to Le Monde cass~, 

for example, a play which Marcel could not possibly have written 

before his conversion to Catholicism, the point of departure in all 

three plays, as, indeed, in the whole of Marcel's theatre, is the 

same, namely an experience of temporal discord and ambiguity. The 

main difference between the plays written before and after 1929 is 

that, in most cases, the search for spiritual communion and truth 

remains implicit and frustrated in the former, whereas it is explicitly 

stated and answered in the latter. In other words, Marcel's conversion 

changes the ultimate ~ of his dramatic work without altering its 

basic direction. 

In Marcel's Itpi~ces 6clairantes" faith is presented as a powerful 

and illuminating vision or insight. "La situation th~~trale permet 

aUX diff6rents protagonistes," writes R.Troisfontaines, "apr~s des 

erreurs et des tatonnements, d'acc'der - peut-~tre transitoirement 
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a une lumiere, a un ordre superieur ou tous les rapports se transfor-

4 ment et se renouvellent." At this point of time, the individual's 

spiritual journey seems to have ended; starting from a state of exile 

and alienation, of "l'ame devenue etrangere a elle-m~me, et pour e11e

m~me a peu pres incomprehensible ll ,5 he has at last discovered his true 

identity or essence. The important qualification "peut-~tre transi-

toirement" reminds us, however, that no assumptions can be made about 

the future of Christiane and Laurent, for example, or of Werner and 

Pascal. The individual finds spiritual fulfiment through faith, but 

this fulfilment is not definitive. The testimony of Genevi~ve in 

Le Monde cass~ and of Antoine in L'Emissaire is vitally important in 

this respect, emphasising and exemplifying Marcel's own observation 

that "on se fait en verite de la Foi une id~e bien pauvre et bien 

caricaturale si on imagine qu'elle est une sorte de talisman ou de 

porte-honheur, alors qu'elle est une vie, une vie ou la joie et 

l'angoisse se coudoient continuellement •••• ,,6 The uncertainty and 

ambiguity of man's terrestrial condition is ended only at death, and 

only then, having passed into another life "ou tout sera englouti 

dans l'amour"(E269), does Marcel suggest that spiritual fulfilment is 

complete and everlasting. 

The search for an authentic and meaningful existence is presented 

in an entirely different light in Sartre's theatre. Alienation is 

seen by Sartre as the suppression of freedom: the individual loses 

his personal identity when he renounces or is deprived of his powers 

of choice and self-determination. In Sartre's early plays, notably 

Les Mouches and Huis c10s, alien~ation is the result not of external 

forces, but of the individual's failure to take his life into his own 

hands and assume responsibility for his actions. The citizens of 

4. De l'existence a l'etre: la philosophie de Gabriel Marcel, 1, 
Louvain, E.Nauwelaerts, 1953, p.34. 

5. "Theatre de l'ame en exil" in Recherches et Debats, no.10, 
juin-juillet, 1950, p.10. 

6. Pr~sence et Immortalit6, pp.12-13. 
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Argos live in an oppressive and authoritarian state, but it is a 

state to which they have acquiesced and for which they are therefore 

responsible. It was in their power to denounce Egisthe's crime and 

refuse him as their ruler as it had been to avert Agamemnon's death 

on his return from Troy. The alienation of Garcin and Estelle in 

Huis clos begins long before death deprives them of the powers of 

self-determination' and makes them into helpless, malleable objects in 

the eyes of those who remain on earth; it in fact begins from the 

moment that they allow the judgement or look of other people to guide 

their actions. At this stage of Sartre's work, the basic implications 

of the alienation of the citizens of Argos or of Garcin and Estelle 

are moral and not political, an appeal to individual freedom and res-

ponsibility rather than an attack on the structure of society. The 

outbreak of war in 1939 had, however, changed the nature of Sartre's 

experiences and was gradually transforming his whole attitude to man's 

problems. "Mes exp6riences sont devenues de plus en plus sociales a 
partir de la mobilisation,,,7 he later declared, while in another 

interview he maintained that it was during his imprisonment by the 

Germans in 1940 that "(il) prit conscience de ce qu'est la veritable 

libert6.,,8 The socialisation of Sartre's work and thought becomes 

more apparent when Les Mouches is compared with La Naus6e and Le Mur, 

both of which had been written and published by 1939; but it is only 

with Les Mains sales (1948) and, in particular, Le Diabla at Ie Bon 

~ (1951) that, for the first time, the problems presented in his 

plays are political rather than mo~l, collective rather than personal. 

Bartre's experience of war was, in fact, an intermediate step in his 

evolution towards Marxism. It emphasised the intrusion of history 

and politics into the life of the individual, while the Resistance 

7. "Sartre r6pond aux J' eunes" in L 'Express, no 455 3 3 1960 - "'" 

8. Les Nouvelles litt6raires, 1.2.1951. 
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movement drew attention to the collective aims and aspirations of 

most French people. At the same time, however, the heroic and cour-

ageous acts of its members called for deeply personal and individual 

decisions and choices, and this individualism is reflected in 

Les Mouches and Morts sans s6pulture, both of which were directly 

inspired by Sartre's experience of the Resistance in France. It was 

only after the Liberation and his involvement in the post-war political 

problems and upheavals of Western Europe that there Came "1'exp6rience 

vraie, celIe de la soci6t~,,9 and the end to Sartre's highly individ-

ualistic vision of life. He considers, however, that his experiences, 

first of all before and then during the Second Vor1d War, played a 

vital part in helping him lay the foundations for a philosophy of 

freedom and apply it to the restrictive and threatening political 

situation of his contemporaries in the post-war years. "II fa11ait 

que 1e personnage d'avant-guerre, qui 6tait une sorte d'individualiste 

'goiste, stendha1ien, soit plong' malgr~ lui dans l'Histoire tout en 

gardant la possibilit' de dire oui ou non," he claims, "pour pouvoir 

ensuite affronter les probl~mes inextricables de l'apr~s-guerre comme 

un homme totalement conditionil~ par son existence sociale, mais 

cependant suffisamment capable de d~cision pour reassumer ce condition

nement et en devenir responsable. 1I10 The strength of social condition-

ing is something which Sartre emphasises more and more in his later 

plays; the individual is seen to be the helpless victim of inhuman 

political forces and his mystification or loss of personal identity 

stems directly from his political situation and not, as earlier, from 

his own inadequacies. Here, then, alienation raises political and not 

moral questions, and in Nekrassov and Les Seguestr6s d'Altona, in 

particular, reflects fundamentally Marxist preoccupations since both 

plays emphasise the inhumanity of a society dominated by the interests 

9. \ Situations, IX, p.101. 

10. Ibid. -
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of the ruling class and by the pOwerful forces of capital. 

It is with the contestation of the power Rnd authority of the 

ruling class by those who are exploited and under-privileged, and with 

the latters' efforts to realise a free, class-less society that man's 

hopes of liberation lie, a belief which is reflected in most of 

Sartre's plays after 1948. This liberation cannot, however, be 

achieved by peaceful means: man lives in a violent and oppressive 

society, and he is therefore obliged to resort to violence if he wishes 

to change that society. Les Mains sales and Le Diable at Ie Bon Dieu 

point to a course of revolutionary political action which avoids the 

extremes of idealism and cynicism. Such action also effectively unites 

the oppressed and exploited, and this sense of unity marks the first 

important stage in their fight for freedom. The particular problem of 

the left-wing, middle-class intellectual lies in the difficulty he 

may experience in being readily accepted by a revolutionary party 

which represents the immediate interests of a class to which he does 

not belong "by birth". It is the class stigma which hangs over Hugo 

in Les Mains sales and which vitiates the unity and solidarity he should 

feel with other party members. In the three plays which follow Les Mains 

sales - Le Diable et Ie Bon Dieu, ~ and Nekrassov - the central 

character is either a bastard or an orphan, and this reflects Sartre's 

own position as a left-wing intellectual Rnd the feeling of exile or 

isolation to which it gives rise. Again, only in a true socialist 

state can such a problem be effectively resolved, although this belief 

is not explicitly affirmed in any of Sartre's plays. 

Whereas Sartre presents us in his later plays with situations 

calling for a new political status and identity for the individual, the 

situations in Marcel's theatre lead the individual to an aWareness of 

his spiritual identity. For Marcel, man remains in essence a creature 

of God, but this identity is not reducible to the mere fact of allegiance 

to the Church. Indeed, the experience of Claude in Un Homme de Dieu 
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emphasises the possibility of such an allegiance degenerating into 

habit and routine for the most pious and devout Christian. But when 

Claude's acts of devotion seem to have become mechanical gestures 

devoid of any real fervour or authenticity, his spiritual identity 

is not suddenly taken away from him. The more loving, compassionate 

and understanding the individual becomes, the more fully is this 
, 

identity realised and the closer he becomes to God; but at no time 

is he ever abandoned or, in Christian terms, beyond redemption. Aline, 

for example, is no less a creature of God for having sacrificed 

Mireille's future happiness in order to preserve intact the memory 

of Raymond; her blinding and obsessive attachment to the latter 

merely isolates her from her family and friends, and stifles her powers 

of love and compassion. In other words, she lives in a state of 

temporary spiritual alienation or exile which, without the effect of 

grace, will be resolved only when her life on earth has ended. The 

intervention of grace is not, however, abrupt and irrational; it 

presupposes a certain call or appeal, as in the case of Christiane 

in Le Monde cass~ or of Pascal in Rome n'est plus dans Rome. Grace 

directs and illuminates the individual but does not negate his freedom: 

it is an invitation rather than an order to believe, for Christiane 

remains free to reject the evidence of Jacques' prayers as Pascal is 

free to ignore the evidence of his encounter with the young monk. The 

evidence with which they are presented is not, of course, something 

that can be grasped and analysed rationally. It is like a sign con-

firming the individual's innermost thoughts and feelings, and is 

therefore a deeply personal and subjective experience, for what may 

be a sign to Pascal, for example, may have no meaning or significance 

for another person. Nevertheless, the fact that the individual 

recognises that there are grounds for believing means that his or her 

act of commitment is not a blind leap of faith. The explicit faith 

of Antoine in L'Emmssaire and the implicit faith of tante L~na in 
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Le Signe de la Croix is sustained by their humility and vigilance as 

well as by their fidelity and steadfastness in difficult and harassing 

situations. Theirs is an example of living faith and of a creative 

response to life. The believer does not expect to have any clear-cut 

or pre-ordained rules or precepts with which to tackle the situations 

in which he will find himself, hence the emphasis on creativity. At 

the same time, however, his faith provides him with a basic purpose 

and sense of vocation, and here the emphasis is on his receptivity, -

his awareness of the mystery of life and of God's presence. It should 

also be pointed out that where the individual fulfils or realises his 

true spiritual identity, one cannot really speak of self-fulfilment or 

self-realisation, since the "moi" or self is, in fact, a barrier to 

effective communion with others. By constantly thinking of her loss 

and ~ misfortune, Aline is incapable of loving Mireille although she 

deludes herself into imagining that she is able to do so. Similarly, 

the marriage between Christiane and Laurent has foundered because 

neither person makes a real effort to help and understand the other -

a fault which both recognise at the end of the play when, for the first 

time, they see the possibility of starting a new life together. 

Whereas Marcel insists that an individual's life may belie his 

true identity or essence, Sartre makes no distinction between what one 

is and what one does. As In~s says to Garcin in Huis clost "Tu n'es 

rien d'autre que ta vie"(HC165), a rather unpleasant and unpalatable 

fact if one happens to be guilty of sadism, cowardice or infanticide, 

but a fact which one must nevertheless accept. While, however, there 

is scope for the individual to change the course of his life by 

positive and decisive acts - an opportunity which Garcin and In~s have 

turned down, but which Oreste and Goetz have accepted - Sartre's plays 

remain severe but not unhopeful. It is when we are presented with the 

case of someone like Frantz in Les S6guestr6s d'Altona that the whole 

mood of Sartre's work becomes sombre and depressing. Here the 
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individual's identity is still reflected in his acts although he may 

be a helpless victim of parental upbringing and of the social and 

political context in which he finds himself, and although he may have 

almost no scope for acting in any other way. In becoming a torturer, 

Frantz is forced to act in a way which is an abuse of his freedom and 

a destruction of his human qualities. Moreover, he is also a victim 

of historital circumstances in that his recourse to torture is made 

all the more intolerable by its complete uselessness in the light of 

Germa~s post-war economic revival, and the conclusion to be drawn 

from this is that, in a changing and uncertain world, the individual's 

identity cannot be fully and immediately established since he is 

unsure of the meaning his acts will later assume. "Car la situation 

d6cide," writes Sartre. "Non de nos actes particuliers mais du sens 

qulils rev~tiront en d~pit de nous-meme, pour les autres hommes et ~ 

11 
nos propres yeux." 

As far as the attempt to scrutinise and understand motives for 

any past action is concerned, there is some common ground between 

Sartre and Marcel. Just as Claude's pardon in Un Homme de Dieu remains 

ambiguous and impenetrable despite the minister's earnest and extensive 

self-examination, so Garcin in Huis clos and Hugo in Les Mains sales 

find themselves reflecting on past acts but unable to establish their 

real motives. This ambiguity is not resolved in Sartre's plays where

as Un Homme de Dieu and also L'Emissaire point to the n4ed for an 

appeal to someone who does know us as we really are, that is to say 

to God. For this reason, Marcel believes that "un th6atre existentiel, 

A un certain niveau, est in~vitablement amena a en appeler a Ia trans-

12 cendance". For Sartre, on the other hand, this appeal to a trans-

cendent reality is shown to be a cause of alienation. In Les Mouches 

11. Situations, V, p.96. 

12. Les Nouvelles litteraires, 27.1.1949. 
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Sartre is primarily concerned with the state of France under the 

Vichy government and with the need for active resistance against the 

Germans, but the cause of individual freedom represented by Oreste is 

clearly incompatible with any strong temporal or spiritual order. It 

is, however, apparent that this is the order of a despotic state or of 

an authoritarian Church, whereas the faith to which Marcel alludes in 

his theatre is deeply personal. There is clearly a vast difference 

between the passive acceptance of authority and ritual on the part of 

the citizens of Argos and the attitude of individuals like Antoine in 

L'Emissaire or Simon in Le Signe de la Croix. Indeed, where faith is 

an act of personal commitment which does not pretend to resolve the 

ambiguity of human experience, F.Jeanson maintains that there can be 

no basic incompatibility with Sartre's early definition of freedom. 

"Le choix du croyant," he writes, "n'est susceptible d'authenticit~ 

quIa partir du moment o~ Ie croyant cesse de concevoir sa pro pre foi 

comme IPolaris~e par un Dieu d'6vidence, pour la reprendre a son compte -

et l'assumer comme un 'pari', ou il s'engage sans r6serve a tout 

13 L moment." The phrase "un Dieu d'evidence" is here, of course, used 

in the sense of a God that can be objectively verified or demonstrated, 

and therefore has nothing in common with the "evidence" for faith with 

which Marcel's characters may be confronted. There is, in fact, no 

radical difference between the "pari" described by F.Jeanson and the 

/ 

faith of Antoine in L'Emissaire who qualifies his experience of life 

as one in which "nous crayons et no us ne crayons pas, no us aimons et 

nous n'aimons pas, nous sommes et nous ne sommes pas; mais s'il en 

est ainsi, c'est que nous sommes en marche vers un but que tout 

ensemble nous voyons et que nous ne voyons pas"(E268). In Le Diable 

et le Bon Dieu, however, Sartre raises another objection to religious 

faith and to Christianity in particular. Faith, for Goetz, turns into 

horror for all that is human and terrestrial. As he becomes more aware 

13. Le Probl~me moral et la pens'e de Sartre, p.271. 
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of the sin and evil in man, so he aspires more ardently to a state of 

purification and to a spiritual union with God. It is significant 

that, although Goetz is here expressing an idea which has been upheld 

in the past by many influential Christian figures, it is an idea which 

Harcel himself rejects without hesitation. liMa conviction la plus 

intime, la plus in6branlable," he writes, " ••• clest, quoi qulen 

aient dit tant de spirituels et de docteurs, que Dieu ne veut nulle-

ment ~tre aim~ par nous contre Ie cre', mais glorifi6 a travers Ie 

Ll t t d 1 . ,,14 cree et en par an e U1. 

Although Sartre rejects the idea of a transcendent spiritual 

reality, he speaks of transcendence in a strictly secular context to 

describe the efforts of the individual to change or modify the situation 

in which he finds himself. Oreste and Goetz both commit themselves to 

the cause of an oppressed people in an effort to bring them greater 

freedom. In so doing they transcend their condition not by fleeing 

it or seeking spiritual release from it, "mais en l'assumant pour la 

changer, c'est-a-dire en la d6passant vers llavenir Ie plus proche •••• ,,15 

Transcendence in this sense is simply a form of project or move towards 

change, a manifestation of freedom which contrasts with the resignation 

of those who passively accept and identify with the present. The most 

important question in this respect is, of course, how the individual 

will use his freedom. In L'Etre et Ie N6ant, for example, Sartrels 

analysis of freedom and choice leaves aside all ethical considerations 

and seems logically to lead to a form of extreme anarchy and individ-

ualism, and this reflects his rather negative attitude in the pre-war 

years. Simone de Beauvoir emphasises the extent to which she and 

Sartre remained aloof and distant spectators in this period of great 

social and political unrest,16 and Sartre has contrasted his own 

14. Etre et Avoir, p.196. 

15. Situations, 11, p.257. 

16. See La Force ae l'age, p.224. 
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intellectual idealism at that time with the political realism of his 

. P 1 N· 17 fr~end au ~zan. It has been noted that Sartre's experience of 

war and captivity had a profound effect on his thought and, on his 

return to France in 1941, he had already begun to elaborate a theory 

of cOlrunitment to take into account the importance of man's political 

situation. Simone de Beauvoir was immediately struck by his change 

in attitude. "$a nouvelle morale," she writes, "bas6e sur la notion 

d'authenticit6, et qu'il s'effor~ait de mettre en pratique, exigeait 

que l'homme 'assumat' sa 'situation' •••• ,,18 This new sense of moral 

and political responsibility which is evident in Sartre's early plays 

and which forms the basic subject of his lecture "L'Existentialisme 

est un humanisme" provides an important social and political framework 

within which the individual's freedom is to operate. It would there-

fore be quite wrong to imagine that Sartre envisages a meaningless, 

chaotic and amoral world in which we are free to do anything within 

our power. Yet this interpretation is not uncommon among critics of 

Sartre. M.Esslin, for example, suggests that the only real difference 

between, on the one hand, Sartre and Camus, and, on the other hand, 

so-called dramatists of the absurd like Beckett and Ionesco is not 

their philosophy of life but the way it is expressed in dramatic form. 

He is critical of Sartre and Camus for trying to express what he 

imagines to be a philosophy of hopelessness and despair in a rational 

and coherent form, and concludes: "In some senses, the theatre of 

Sartre and Camus is less adequate as an expression of the philosophy 

of Sartre and Bamus - in artistic, as distinct from philosophic, terms -

than the Theatre of the Absurd.,,19 The critic has here made the mistake 

of assuming that Sartre's philosophy (and, indeed, that of Camus too) 

17. See Situations, IV, p.147 et seg. 

18. La Force de l'a,ge, p.442. 

19. !he Theatre of the Absurd, London, Eyre & Spottiswoode, 1964,p.17. 
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had not developed during and after the war beyond the unqualified 

statements of L'Etre et Ie N6ant (or, in the case of Camus, beyond 

those of Le Mythe de SisyPhe), but even then it is doubtful if the 

philosophy of this early period, despite its obvious incompleteness 

and inadequacies, can be considered an expression of total absurdity. 

Certainly Sartre himself would strongly refute the suggestion that 

the Theatre of the Absurd had anything in common with his own thought. 

Freedom, for Sartre, has always implied some form of active contest-

ation, and this is clearly brought out in his plays, whereas the 

Theatre of the Absurd centres around a philosophy of inaction which 

seems to deny all possibility and hope of change. For this reason, 

Sartre is highly critical of writerw like Beckett and Ionesco, claiming 

that, because of their passivity and resignation, they conform to the 

ideals of the bourgeoisie, presenting a superficially disturbing image 

of its life, but not one which challenges its very basis and justi

, t' 20 f1ca l.on. 

Commenting on the basic search for fulfilment in the theatre of' 

Marcel and Sartre, J.Chenu claims that, for Marcel, the individual 

receives his identity from God, whereas, for Sartre, the individual 

chooses his identity. We are thus presented with two contrasting poles 

of thought, "recevoir" and "faire".21 This is a fair assessment of 

Sartre's thought in as much as the individual is left to create his 

own values without relying on any external authority or guide. It 

must, however, be remembered that in a world of social and political 

oppression, exploitation and alienation, the individual has a fairly 

clear goal at which to aim, namely a greater degree of freedom, respect 

and unity among all men. No one can be authentically committed to a 

cause which ignores this end. In other words, to become aware of 

individual liberty is not an end in itself, but the first step towards 

20. See Un th~~tre de situations, pp.128-30. 

21. See Le theatre de Gabriel Marcel et sa signification metaphysigue, 
p.218. 
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the desire for collective liberation. Moreover, self-effacement is 

just as important in Sartre's conception of political action or "praxis" 

as it had been for Marcel in his theory of "disponibili te". Nearly all 

of Sartre's plays emphasise the threat of self-indulgent gestures or 

poses, of action vitiated by the individual's concern for a certain 

obj ective identity or image. "Par l' action," writes Sartre of the 

individual who is authentically committed, "on devient autre, on 

22 
s'arrache a soi, on se change en change ant Ie monde." Of all Sartre's 

characters it is Hoederer who probably exemplifies best of all the 

sober and unassertive action of a revolutionary, a form of "praxis" 

which excludes any kind of bravado or personal glory. "Cette morale 

de la praxis," observes M.-D.Boros, "va eliminer toute consideration 

d'h~roisme personnel en exigeant de l'individu un sacrifice total de 

, ., ,,23 son mo~ • 

The acts that lead to socialism are seen to be no less extreme and 

violent that the acts by which an oppressive order- such as that repres-

ented in Les Mouches by Jupiter or in Les S6guestr6s d'Altona by Hitler 

sustains its authority. It is also interesting to note that neither 

Oreste nor Goetz feels that he is "un homme parmi les hommes" until he 

has committed an act of cold-blooded murder. It is suggested by ~l.-D. 

Boros that this reflects above all the intellectual's need to match 

words with actions before he can prove his real allegiance to the group 

or class whose cause he espouses. "C'est pourquoi il t~moigne d'une 

fascination irresistible pour l'acte le plus absolu, le plus irr~m~diable," 

she writes, "celui apr~s lequel on ne peut plus revenir en arri~re, le 

meurtre, sorte de bapt~me du sang, sacrifice expiatoire qui donne a 
l'aspirant le droit de p6n6trer dans la collectivite des hommes et de 

participer a leurs entreprises.,,24 In contrast to Oreste and Goetz, 

Hugo's dreams of integration are never concretely 

22. 

23. 

24. 

Situations, VI, p.12. 

Un Seguestr6: l'homme sartrien, p.213. 

Ibid., pp.204-5. -
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realised, and Les Mains sales emphasises the deep sense of inadequacy 

and isolation of an intellectual who is unable to come to terms with 

the harsh realities of revolutionary action. 

The threat which hangs over any form of political commitment is 

that of fanaticism and impersonalisation, of what Marcel calls Itl'esprit 

d'abstraction." Several of Sartre's critics in fact believe that the 

main characters in his plays are devoid of any warmth or compassion for 

their fellow men. ItTout au plus, ils aiment non pas certainement les 

hommes, mais 'l'humanitll',1t claims H.Liithy, It - ce qui. est une question 

de rhlltorique. Ceci est peut-3tre m~me leur signe distinctif. 1t25 

This criticism is certainly without foundation when applied to Hoederer 

in Les Mains sales, for the most striking aspect of his character is 

his mistrust of words and abstractions, and his love of men as they 

really are. It is, however, true that there is a certain glib rhetoric 

in the way in which Oreste and Goetz, for example, announce their new 

sense of responsibility. Goetz also seems quite unmoved by having to 

kill a rebellious leader. As he prepares to leave the stage, he kicks 

the body to one side and calmly observes: ItVoil~ Ie r~gne de l'homme 

qui commence. Beau d~but!'(DD282). On the other hand, Sartre cannot be 

accused of minimising either the gravity of man's political situation 

or the very real difficulties of achieving any significant social 

change. He does not disguise nor gloss over the harsh realities of 

revolutionary politics of which some degree of impersonality and in-

humanity is an unavoidable element. Here, in fact, was a subject of 

particular concern for several other French dramatists writing political 

plays at the same time as Sartre. Both Albert Camus in Les Justes
26 

and Thierry Maulnier in La Maison de la nuit27 present the conflict of 

Itpraxis" and morality within a revolutionary group or organisation. 

25. "Jean-Paul Sartre et Ie Bon Dieu lt in Preuves, no.5, juillvt, 
1951, p.ll. 

26. In Th6~tre. rtcits. nouvelles. First performed in France 15.12.1949. 

27. Paris, Ga~limard,1954. First performed in France 12.10.1953. 
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In Les Justes, Kaliayev's moderation and compassion is set 

against Stepan's hard and uncompromising political baiefs: Kaliayev 

believes that the cause of freedom and justice imposes certain limits 

on the action taken to achieve that end, but Stepan recognises no 

such limits and believes that ,the end justifies the means. There is 

a similar confrontation in La Maison de la nuit between Hagen and 

Krauss, two spies from an Eastern European country sent to capture 

and execute a minister who is trying to escape to the West. Hagen 

finds himself overcome by compassion for Werner, the minister, and 

also for the small group of innocent people who must be executed with 

him, and is thus unable to carry out his orders, whereas Krauss' 

devotion to the cause of the Revolution is implacable and unwavering, 

and seems to have destroyed the last vestiges of humanity in him. 

Just as Kaliayev could not throw the bomb that would cause the death 

of children, so Hagen cannot accept the sacrifice of innocent victims; 

and, in both situations, there is no real doubt as to where the 

dramatist's sympathies lie. There are, of course, strong moral 

objections to revolutionary politics, and it is these objections which 

are raised by both Camus and Maulnier; but it is difficult to see how 

political action can be reconciled with any kind of pure morality of 

universal love and compassion and still remain a realistic and effective 

means of change in an oppressed and divided world, a point which is 

forcefully brought home by Sartre in Les Mains sales. It should also 

be pointed out that the charge brought against the politics of the 

extreme left in Les Justes and La Maison de la nuit is unfairly 

weighted because of the almost total lack of human feelings of Stepan 

and Krauss. With the former, in particular, we are left to ponder if 

it is not a deep, personal desire to avenge the humiliation endured 

during his imprisonment rather than genuine concern for the lot of 

all oppressed people which is the reason for his revolutionary fervour. 

A more serious criticism of Sartre's theatre concerns its ten-
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dency to vastly oversimplify the kind of choices and political 

situations with which the individual or a class is faced. Sartre 

maintains that he had to abandon the fourth volume of Les Chemins de 

la libert~28 because he felt that the straightforward and clear-cut 

situation of France in 1940 did not reflect the far more complex and 

uncertain situation of the post-war period. One is, however, justi-

fied in asking if the political situation in Europe in the last fifty 

years, including the period of the Second World War, has not always 

been extremely complex. Sartre claims that a Frenchman in 1940 was 

either for or against the Germans, and Les Mouches reflects this al-

most manichaean attitude. Sartre's attack in Les Mouches on the 

insidious and degrading propaganda of the Vichy government is perfectly 

acceptable, as indeed is Oreste's call to overthrow an oppressive 

political order. On the other hand, the whole question of the poss-

ible divisiveness of the Resistance - in particular, as a result of 

reprisals by the Germans - is overlooked, while there appears to be no 

middle course between Resistance and Collaboration. In direct contrast 

to Les Mouches, L'Emissaire emphasises some of the drawbacks of the 

Resistance and suggests the possibility of political abstention, while 

it also presents the case for a form of collaboration based not on 

fear or self-interest, but on the hope of avoiding unnecessary suffering 

and preserving the national unity of the French people. Even if Sartre 

were to insist that Les Mouches does reflect the clear-cut choices facing 

the French in 1943, it could be pointed out that the play tends to glorify 

and hence misrepresent the harsh realities of the Occupation. That 

Sartre was certainly not unaware of such realities is made apparent in 

his essay "Paris sous l'occupationlt ,29 a grim and sombre description of 

the feelings of helplessness and humiliation of most French people 

28. Extracts of this fourth volume appeared in Les Temps modernes in 
1949 under the title Dr8le d'amitie. Tne completed volume was to 
have been entitled La Derniere Chance. 

29. In Situations, Ill. 
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during the war. Of Sartre's later plays, Le Diable et Ie Bon Dieu 

is the one to which the charge of over-simplification most readily 

applies. The option facing Goetz of either supporting the peasants 

or pursuing his own unending dialogue with the absolute is as clear 

and uncomplicated as Oreste's choice between involving himself in 

the life of the citizens of Argos and continuing to remain "free" and 

detached. Moreover, by presenting the class struggle in Le Diable at 

Ie Bon Dieu as an open war between two clearly delineated sides, the 

nobles and the peasants, Sartre conveys nothing of the qualified 

support of, or opposition to a particular course of action - of what 

th " . " d th" t . ,,30 he calls e pour, ma~s ••• an e con re, ma~s ••• to which 

the real sociijl and political problems of post-war France gave rise. 

On the other hand, Sartre himself would point out that the theatre is 

concerned not with political reality but with myth, and that some 

degree of over-simplification is therefore inevitable. 

Harcel's attitude to action and change in the world is very 

different from that of Sartre, but is equally open to criticism. By 

refusing to sacrifice the individual to a political cause or ideology 

and by concentrating on inter-personal relationships rather than on 

collective issues, Marcel takes a stand in his plays for the inviol-

able rights of the human person. In this respect, Christian charity 

shares with Kantian ethics the belief that the individual should at 

all times be treated as an end in himself and never as a means to an 

end. But Sartre argues with great force and conviction that such a 

position is not only inadequate but also contradictory in a world 

which survives on oppression and injustice. "Tel est Ie paradoxe 

actuel de la morale," he observed in 1947: "si je m'absorbe a traiter 

comme fins absolues quelques personnes choisies ••• si je m'acharne a 
remplir tous mes devoirs envers aux, j'y consumerai rna vie, je serai 

30. Situations, LX, p.l00. 
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amene a passer sous silence les injustices de l"poque, lutte des 

classes, colonialisme, antis6mitisme, etc., et finalement ~ profiter 

de l'oppression pour faire Ie bien."31 Political action, on the other 

hand, is an effective tool of social change~ but at the cost of sac-

rificing the sovereignty of the individual, - something which, as the 

dialogue between Eustache and Werner in Le Dard clearly illustrates, 

Marcel refuses to accept. It should not, however, be assumed that all 

Marcel's characters turn their backs on the outside world and make 

no positive contribution to the problems andlnrdships of the society 

to which they belong. Both Werner and Simon openly express their 

horror of an oppressive political order which they oppose not by acts 

of calculated revolutionary violence as do Sartre's heroes, but by 

acts of Christian humility and self-sacrifice. Werner returns to 

Germany to face imprisonment but in the knowledge that his presence 

may inspire and comfort his fellow prisoners, and Simon acts in simi-

lar fashion by remaining in France to ally himself with other Jews 

and share, if necessary, in their suffering and persecution. Both 

are inspired to act as they do by the spiritual presence of a close 

friend or member of the family who has recently died, and both believe 

in some ultimate peace and reconciliation beyond the torment and 

suffering of life on earth. 

The contrast between Christian charity and revolutionary "praxis", 

between Marcel's essentially moral stand and Sartre's essentially 

political stand also brings out the difference between love and 

solidarity. Christiane's realisation in Le Monde cass6 that there is 

a communion of sinners as well as a communion of saints is central to 

Marcel's conception of love. Love is a means of bringing together and 

uniting all people: there are no rejects or outcasts because of one's 

past or one's race or class, nor are there any absolute barriers 

31, Situations, II, p.296. 
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between the living and the dead. In Marcel's early plays the 

individual's aloofness and self-centredness had been the greatest 

obstacle to harmony and understanding among people; but his later 

plays, in particular those written during and after the Second World 

War, reveal the growing threat of political intolerance and fanati-

cism. Werner foresaw a plague of spiritual poverty spreading over 

the earth, and plays like La Fin des temps and Mon temps n'est plus 

Ie v8tre seem to bear witness to a world devastated by such a plague, 

a wilderness without faith or love. This is a sombre view of man's 

present condition and reflects Marcel's own belief that we are enter-

ing an eschatalogical age. It would be quite wrong, however, to 

suggest that Marcel is the victim of morbid and extravagant fantasies: 

prominent figures in England like Aldous Huxley and George Orwell who 

were writing at approximately the same time as Marcel readily acknow-

ledge the very real and sinister threat to humanity in the present 

age and present us in Brave New World
32 

and Nineteen Eighty-Four
33 

with a bleak, chilling view of our forseeable future. At no time, 

however, either in his philosophical or his dramatic work does Marcel 

ever abandon himself to despair for it is in this absolute resignation 

~d abandonment of hope that he sees "la seule tentation dont en 

derni~re analyse nous ayons a nous garder.,,34 

Contrary to the interpretation generally applied to Huis clos, 

Sartre does believe that human relationships can be meaningful and 

harmonious. There is plenty of evidence for this in his own personal 

life, - his very close and long-standing relationship with Simona de 

Beauvoir and his steadfast support for any genuinely oppressed group 

or community, whether they be from Indo-China, Algeria, Cuba or, as in 

the iase of students and miners, from France itself. It is this 

32. London, Chatto and Windus, 1932. 

33. London, Secker and Warhurg, 1949. 

34. Presence et Immortalite, p.13. 
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particular form of allegiance which forms the basis of collective 

political solidarity, and of which Le Diable et Ie Bon Dieu provides 

a clear and striking example. But whereas the Christian can claim 

that love means the end to separation and divisiveness, this is 

manifestly not true of the political solidarity of the left. In fact, 

such solidarity only succeeds in uniting one particular group or class 

against another. Goetz is with the peasants and against the nobles, 

just as Hoederer is with the Communists and against all other political 

parties and ideologies. liEn v6rit~, Ia conscience d'etre solidaires 

ne rapproche pratiquement les hommes que dans des groupes ferm6s, 

oppos6s a d'autres groupes," observes P.-H.Simon; "elle fonde une 

morale de Ia camaraderie dans la lutte, non de l'universel amour.,,35 

Even then, certain circumstances or situations may arise which will 

result in the individual's feeling of exclusion from a group whose 

cause he nonetheless upholds. Thus the three survivors from the small 

group captured and tortured by the "miliciens" in Morts sa,us s6pul ture 

form a tightly closed circle from which Jean, another active member 

of the Resistance who is later imprisoned with them, is excluded 

because he had not shared in their suffering. Hugo's feeling of iso

lation in Les Mains sales also stems from the fact that he has not 

shared in the experiences of the group to which he wishes to belong. 

Most revolutionaries are, like Georges and Slick, driven to political 

action by the experience of poverty and exploitation, something of 

which Hugo, a middle-class intellectual, has no real knowledge. His 

alliance with the Communist Party is therefore viewed with suspicion 

and distrust not only by people like Georges and Slick, but also by 

an important party official like Louis. The question of political 

solidarity clearly preoccupies Sartre far more than that of inter

personal relationships, but the latter are not entirely overlooked 

35. Th~~tre et Destin, p.184. 
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in his theatre. In Les Mains sales, for example, we see a very close 

relationship developing between Hoederer and Hugo, while the nature 

of human love is explored in Hilda's devotion to Goetz in Le Diable 

et le Bon Dieu. Her affection for Goetz is unaltered by his efforts 

to humiliate and destroy himself as a human being, and this total 

acceptance of one person by another effectively counterbalances 

Garcin's assertion that "l'enfer, c'est les Autres"(HC167). 

For Marcel, the experience of love is a magnificent spiritual 

gift, but because of the deficiencies of human nature and the 

increasing spread of political fanaticism it is a rare privilege 

mysteriously granted to the individual. Its rarity does not in any 

way undermine or contradict its universality, for that which has 

universal value is, for Marcel, that which is least assimilable with 

the tastes and aspirations of the masses. This theme of"l'universel 

contre les masses", although not coherently articulated in philosophic 

36 
form until after the Second World Var, is, in fact, central to 

Marcel's work and beliefs as a whole and can be seen in plays like 

Le Dard and Le Signe de la Croix where Werner, Simon and tante L~na 

stand out as understanding and deeply compassionate individuals in a 

world ravaged by passions and abstractions. This reflects an aristo-

cratic conception of personal identity, - an identity which is fully 

realised only in a small number of individuals of exceptional humility 

and devotion. Sartre, on the other hand, recognises in the revolution-

ary spirit of the masses the most authentic manifestation of human 

values since, as Simone de Beauvoir recalls, he believes that "Ie vrai 

point de vue sur les chases est celui du plus d6sherite.,,37 lIoedere1", 

Nasty and Goetz do not, therefore, constitute an 6lite, but merely 

reflect and uphold the voice of the people in their long and bitter 

struggle against oppression, a struggle which is the most immediate 

36. In Les Hommes contre l'huWain. 

37. La Force des choses, p.17. 
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expression of personal identity at the present time since it is based 

on a desire for collective liberation. Ultimately, however, the full 

realisation of personal identity presupposes an end to human conflict, 

exploitation and alienation, and this can only be achieved in an 

autonomous and self-regulating society. 

It is not enough to describe this fundamental opposition between 

Marcel and Sartre as an inevitable clash between a Christian and a 

Marxist view of the world; there is a clash in the whole personality 

and sensitivity of the two men which is clearly revealed in their early 

childhood experiences. Both were only children brought up in a cul-

tured and exceedingly sheltered middle-class environment. Marcel 

reacted to his solitude as a child with an almost passionate longing 

for the company of brothers and sisters. His intense feeling of 

deprivation provides a stark contrast with Sartre's contented isolation 

from the outside world and from children of his own age. The rather 

arid moral climate of their early life also had quite differing effects 

on them: Marcel moved closer towards religion as a result of his 

parents' lack of faith, whereas Sartre found himself "conduit a 

l'incroyance ••• par l'indiff6rence de (ses) grands-parents.,,38 But 

the most significant and revealing aspect of the childhood of Marcel 

and Sartre lies in their respective reaction to the loss of a parent. 

The death of his mother when he was only four was a grievous personal 

loss for Marcel and a cruel affront to the young child's love and 

affection. Marcel's anxious enquiry into the possible meaning of 

death and the survival of those who are most dear to us, CUlminating 

in his beli~f in the immortality of the human person, undoubtedly stems 

from this early childhood experience. For Sartre, on the other hand, 

the death of a parent-was a personal gain rather than a loss, an 

experience of liberation and expansion of his being rather than of 

deprivation and mutiliation, - although his reaction may have been very 

38. Les Mots, pp.81-2. 
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different had it been his mother and not his father who had died. 

Sartre certainly developed a close relationship with his mother, but 

he valued above all else his independence and freedom, and this has 

certainly remained a constant preoccupation throughout his life. 

Thus, from their earliest years, one can see a certain pattern 

emerging in the attitudes and behaviour of Marcel and Sartre which 

will explain the radical divergence in the whole subject matter and 

tone of their dramatic work. The impact of a major war merely 

accentuated their basic differences. As a result of his work for the 

Red Cross, Marcel came into contact with many families anxiously 

trying to secure information about missing relatives, thus reinforcing 

his sensitivity to the human tragedy involved in each loss of life and 

forming the basis for his reflections on the question of personal 

identity. For Sartre, on the other hand, war meant direct involvement 

in the political issues of the time and prepared him for the collective 

fight against oppression and injustice. The Second World War also 

marked the first intrusion of History into Sartre's private life and 

the gradual erosion of his belief in the absolute value and justifi-

cation of art. In fact, although Sartre has continued to be what he 

terms a "classical" intellectual,39 a man committed to his age above 

all through the medium of the written word, he has gradually abandoned 

the arts for more direct and more concrete political involvement and 

contestation which he sees as the only effective means of understanding 

and coming to grips with reality. Art is therefore considerably less 

important for Sartre than political action, a belief which Marcel does 

not, of course, share. Indeed, he has always believed (as Sartre 

himself had done for many years) that the artist occupies a privileged 

position in the world since he sees and understands more clearly than 

most the ultimate reality of human experience. For Marcel, this 

39. For Sartre's analysis of the contradictions faced by an intell
ectual, and of the latter's reaction to them, see Situations, 
VIII, p.457 et seg. 
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reality which is spiritual and not political can be effectively 

interpreted by the artist through his own particular medium of 

expression. "Je suis au reste tent' de penser que c'est 1 partir des 

oeuvres d'art que la vie doit ~tre interpr6t6e," writes Marcel, " - et 

je ne parle pas, bien entendu, de la vie comme ph6nomene naturel, 

mais de notre vie atteinte dans son myst~re et dans son intimit,.,,40 

It:is :ina close examination of the content and form of the plays 

of Marcel and Sartre, supported by the evidence of their impact in 

performance, that their vane as theatre can be assessed. In this 

respect, it is clearly important not only for Harcel and Sartre to 

present an intellectually stimulating vision of man or insight into 

a particular aspect of his life, but also for this vision or insight 

to be expressed in a way which moves the audience on an emotional or 

affective level, that is to say by the choice of striking theatrical 

situations and by the creation of powerful, "living" characters. 

These are two distinct but nonetheless inter-related aspects of 

dramatic art. The hold which the situation and characters exert on 

the audience, for example, will not be sustained if the intellectual 

content is trite and uninspiring. Likewise, however clear and 

striking the ideas which the dramatist is expressing may be, their 

impact will be considerably weakened if the form in which they are 

presented is theatrically unimposing. It is the relative 'success 

or failure of Marcel and Sartre to achieve this necessary unity 

and balance which enables us to assess their strengths and weaknesses 

40. Lettre-Pr6face to R. Troisfontaines in De l'existence a l'etre: 
10. philosophie de Gabriel Marcel, 1, p.10. 
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t · t 41 as drama 1S s. 

Sartre's first play to be performed professionally, Les Mouches, 

provides an example of the breakdown in the unity of content and form. 

Sartre has carefully avoided talking about freedom in vague and 

excessively abstract terms, and the ideas which the play expresses 

are clear and precise. When Les Mouches was first performed the 

relevance and appeal of these ideas were enhanced by the fact that, 

at that time, France was an occupied country, while on the most 

immediate formal level Sartre had found in the Greek myth of Orestes 

a convenient framework within which his allegory could operate. But 

the play fails because this framework, although clear and well-defined, 

is untheatrical. The characters on stage have no real stature or 

presence. When Oreste decided to kill Egisthe and Clytemnestre, for 

example, he does so with almost total detachment, and when he tells 

Electre that the horror of his deed cannot be erased from his memory 

(for he would not be a human being if this were not so) his words seem 

contrived and his feelings are therefore unconvincing. There are 

several isolated theatrical effects, notably in the ceremony for the 

return of the dead and in Oreste's final address to the people of Argos, 

but these effects do not cancel out the lack of sustained interest in 

the actions and destiny of the main characters. In short, Les Mouches 

is a drama of disembodied ideas and, as such, cannot be considered good 

theatre. In contrast to Les Mouches, Les S~guestr's d'Altona shows 

Sartre well versed in the formal techniques and effects of the theatre 

(which is not altogether surprising in view of the fact that this is 

the last important play he has written, whereas Les Houches was very 

much the work of a beginner). Unlike Oreste and Electre, the characters 

in Les S6guestr6s d'Altona are theatrically imposing: each member of 

41. This does not, of course, mean that the successful integration of 
content and form is a valid criterion with which to assess the 
strengths and weaknesses of all dramatists; but it does pre
suppose that this is a synthesis which both Marcel and Sartre 
are trying to achieve in their dramatic work and for which they 
should therefore be judged. 
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the von Gerlach family , (including Johanna) is different and 

intriguing in his or her own right. The whole of the exposition 

bathes in mystery and suspense: we gradually learn some of the facts 

about Frantz's self-enforced seclusion and our impatience to see him 

and the room in which he lives increases as we hear the sound of his 

footsteps and the cracking of oyster shells. Nor is there anything 

anti-climactic about Frantz's first appearance. We, like Johanna, 

are both intrigued and repulsed by the strange, hallucinatory world 

in which he lives. The d6nouement is also handled with great skill 

as Frantz and the father are reunited after thirteen years, and then 

decide to commit suicide together, while the curtain falls on an 

empty stage with ~voice of a man who has since died addressing the 

audience for the last time. Since Les S~9uestr6s d'Altona is also 

full of interesting and arresting ideas, it may be imagined that it 

fulfils all the requirements of a good play. This is not, however, 

the case: the play fails because it is intellectually too demanding. 

In Les Mouches the ideas had been kept relatively simple and unin-

volved, whereas in Les S~9uestr6s d'Altona the ideas are often 

exceedingly complex and difficult to absorb. In the context of the 

theatre this is a very grave failing since the audience is not in a 

position to go back over those parts of the play which it has not 

fully understood. Moreover, whereas there can be no doubt as to the 

central unifying theme of Les Mouches, namely freedom, the same is 

certainly not true of Les S6guestr6s d'Altona. At the time the play 

was first performed, French audiences were aware of the allusion to 

the Algerian war, but the memory of Nazism must also have been upper-

most in their minds with the result that there was some doubt as to 

whether the author was talking about torture in a particular country 

42 
or violence in general. 

42. It is, of course, clear that the play would not now be likely to 
evoke memories of the Algerian war for French people, whereas its 
historical setting ensures that there is a constant allusion to 
Nazism a~d, by extension~ to violence in general~ an interpret
ation wh~ch Sa:tr~ had h~mself foreseen at the time of the play's 
revival ~n Par~s ~n 1965. See Un th~!tre de situations,pp.356-8. 



- 367 -

But the play could equally have been interpreted as a reflection on 

parental and environmental conditioning, the alienating forces of 

capitalism or even the inhumanity of man to ml~n. Good drama should 

focus the audience's attention on a particular subject or issue, but 

because of its confusing proliferation of ideas Les S6guestr6s d'Altona 

fails to do this. A similar criticism could be made of Rome n'est 

plus dans Rome, where once again we are left with the impression that 

the author has tried to express too many ideas. In Les Mouches the 

ideas had been clear and digestible, but the characters and situations 

totally untheatrical, whereas in Les S6guestr6s d'Altona and, to a 

lesser extent, in Rome n'est plus dans Rome the converse is true. 

Thus in all three plays the essential unity and balance of content 

and form breaks down and this seriously undermines their overall 

theatrical effect. 

In Huis clos and Les Mains sales, on the other hand, there is no 

such disproportion, and these are probably Sartre's two best plays. 

Huis clos has enjoyed numerous successful revivals since it was first 

performed at the Vieux-Colombie~ in 1944, and doubtless the Same would 

have been true of Les Mains sales had Sartre not taken objection to 

the way the play was being interpreted and thus decided in 1952 to 

ban all further performances, except in exceptional circumstances. 

In both plays the ideas are simple and striking, the situations gripping 

and the characters boldy delineated. There is no need for recourse to 

grandiose theatrical effects as in Louis Jouvet's production of 

Le Diable et Ie Bon Dieu; in fact, there is no real element of 

spectacle in either play. The effect which they produce in performance 

is achieved with an almost classical economy of means: a clear, 

central theme, a small number of characters, and a plain, uncompli

cated set. The key to the success of Huis clos and Les Mains sales 

lies in the fact that they evoke an intense and powerful human conflict. 

Few people can remain insensitive to the torment of Garcin, Estelle 
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and lnes and their hopeless pursuit of one another, and . few will 

forget the confrontations between Hugo and Roederer in Les Mains sales. 

In both plays we have an admirable synthesis of situation and ideas, 

characters and dialogue - in short, a clear example of good dramatic 

art. Among Marcel's plays, Un Homme de Dieu is the one which comes 

nearest to achieving this successful synthesis of content and form, 

although Marcel insists that it is by no means one of his best works. 

There is little doubt, however, that it is the best of his plays to 

have been performed in Paris since the war. It is very difficult to 

make any final assessment about a play like Le Dard of which there 

have been a very small number of performances, while despite the 

interest aroused by Le Monde cass~, L'Emissaire and Le Signe de 1a 

Croix, none of these plays has been performed by a professional com

pany in France and therefore no consideration of their overall 

theatrical effect can be made. 

The fact that so few of Marcel's plays have been performed in 

France does, of course, raise doubts as to the value of his dramatic 

work as a whole. A small number of his plays had been performed in 

Paris in the inter-war years but had passed almost unnoticed by the 

critics. Then, in 1949, at a time of considerable popular interest 

in existentialism, Marcel, whose position as a philosopher had already 

b.en well established, enjoyed his first major success as a dramatist 

with Un Homme de Dieu. In the next four years three more of Marcel's 

plays were produced in Paris: La Chapelle ardente in 1950, Rome n'est 

plus dans Rome in 1951 and finally Le Chemin de cr~te in 1953. The 

decisive failure of Le Chemin de cr~te, all the more ironical in view 

of the fact that the same play had been successfully produced for the 

first time in Brussels only a few years earlier, was later staged in 

London, and has recently been adapted for French radio by the Com6die 

Fran~aise,43 brought Marcel's career in France as a dramatist to an 

43. The play was broadcast on "France-Culture", 31.5.1971. 
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abrupt end. None of his pla3S has been performed professionally in 

France since that date. Marcel himself believes that his reputation 

as a philosopher has probably hindered his acceptance as an authentic 

dramatist by theatre directors in France, although the same could not 

be said of Sartre who was in a similar position to that of Marcel. 

Whatever doubts there may have been concerning Sartre's talents as a 

dramatist after the cool reception given to Les Mouches, these were 

almost immediately banished by the success of Huis clos just one year 

later. Marcel, on the other hand, had no such early success with 

which to establish himself as a dramatist, although it is legitimate 

to suggest that he would have achieved this recognition, and benefited 

accordingly, had Un Homme de Dieu been staged when it was first written 

instead of 25 years later. Certainly,. if Marcel had then established 

himself as a dramatist of note, a play like Le Monde cass6 which 

closely follows Un Homme de Dieu and is arguably one of the best that 

he has ever written would not have been passed over in almost total 

silence. 

There are, of course, other factors which explain Marcel's lack 

of success as a dramatist. First of all, the basic subject matter of 

his plays and their searching, reflective tone does not have immediate 

appeal, in contrast to Sartre's dramatic work which raises moral, 

social and political issues to which few people are indifferent. 

Marcel's theatre has also met with a certain amount of resistance 

because of its seeming inconclusiveness. The reaction of several 

theatre critics to those of his plays which have been produced is 

particularly significant in this respect. "Ses pi~ces sont des d6parts 

. .. ,,44 t . t' . h' . f L D d sans arr~vee, wro e one cr~ ~c ~n ~s rev~ew 0 e ar, while 

J.Lemarchand observed of Un Homme de Dieu: "Pi~ce qui laisse Ie regret 

de ne voir mener ~ leur terme aucune des voies ouver1;es. ••• ,,45 

44. Lumiere, 20.3.1937. 

45. Combat, 28/9.5.1949. 
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G.Lerminier's criticism of Rome nlest plus dans Rome was that the 

play did not answer any of the questions that it had raised,46 while 

in his review of Le Chemin de cr~te he claimed that, by leaving 

unsolved the question of Ariane's identity, Marcel had failed to 

observe one of the basic rules of the theatre, that is to say he had 

deprived his play of a denouement.
47 

This last point does not really 

carry much weight since a play reaches a climax whether the 

uncertainty and ambiguity of the subject is increased and intensified, 

or elucidated and clarified. A d6nouement does not necessarily pro-

vide the audience with a solution or explanation. What we do clearly 

see from the reaction of critics like G.Lerminier is that the "oui, 

mais" of Marcel's theatre, that is to say its restitution of the 

existential dimension of human experience and its avoidance of ideo-

logical slogans and dogmatic assertions, disconcerts and frustrates 

those who expect a play to be readily sounded and categorised. The 

very close attention which Narcel's theatre demands will ultimately, 

he hopes, lead us to reflect on the inextricable ambiguities and 

uncertainties of life and, at the same time, elevate us to a more 

compassionate and understanding view of the individual and of the 

difficulties which he or she may face. "Le th6~tre doit faire acc6der 

le spectateur a un plan ou il se rende compte que la question de 

'classer l autrui dans telle ou telle categorie nla aucun sens," he 

observes. "Nous devons apprendre a ne pas juger.,,48 This is clearly 

an exceedingly ambitious, albeit laudable aim on Marcel's part, but one 

is left to ask if there is not something inevitably 6li~est about a 

theatre which requires such a high level of concentration and reflection. 

There is, however, a far more serious accusation levelled against 

Marcel's dramatic work, namely that it may make good armchair reading, 

46. T~moignage chr6tien, 25.5.1951. 

47. Le Parisien lib&r6, 5.11.1953. 

48. "TheUre de l' ame en exil" in Recherches et D6bats, no.l 0, juin
juillet, 1950, p.13. 
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but it does not make good theatre. P.-A.Touchard, for example, 

recognises the dramatic interest of Marcel's plays, that is to say, 

the fact that they reflect some of the struggles and uncertainties 

of human existence, but expresses doubts as to their theatricality, 

that is to say their scenic effect and their impact in performance. 

"On a l'impression en lisant ses drames qu'on assiste ~ l'effort 

tendu et p6.ible de plusieurs ~tres qui cherchent ~ se d'livrer des 

t6nebres o~ leur pens~e et leur amour se meuvent," he writes. "C'est 

un spectacle, 6minemment dramatique, mais je ne suis pas sar qu'il 

/A ,,49 soit toujours theatral. This last point is taken up and developed 

by M.Beigbeder. He claims that the whole tone of Marcel's dramatic 

work is unacceptable within the context of a live performance, the 

theatre depending for its effect on exaggeration and over-simpli-

fication, whereas the action in Marcel's plays leads the audience into 

a maze of very fine and subtle details. "L'action des pi~ces de 

Marcel", he writes, "presque chaque fois, chemine comme ces petits 

ruisseaux qui serpentent timidement a travers les prairies, Sans 

berges bien tranch~es, et plongeant sous terre des qu'ils sont 

menac's de trop s'~tendre, ou d'~tre nettement circonscrits.,,50 

M.Beigbeder is not opposed to the subject matter of Marcel's theatre, 

but to its treatment and presentation. External action can be 

reduced to the absolute minimum, he thinks, without the play's hold 

over the audience being reduced provided that the situation remains 

charged with extreme and obsessive passions. It is here that we find 

the key to the success of Racine or of a play like Huis clos, and, in 

M.Beigbeder's view, another reason for Marcel's failure as a dramatist 

for his characters "ne von..t jamais jusqul~ cette distension sourde 

et path6tique, ils sont presque tous atteints d'une mod6ration petite-

49. op6ra, 5.9.1945. 

50. "Th6atre philosophique?" in Esprit, no .160, odobre, 1949, 
p.569. 
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, , 'd' bl "51 bourgeoise 1rreme 1a e •••• Whereas P.-A. Touchard merely expressed 

certain reservations about Narcel's dramatic work, N.Beigbeder seems 

in no doubt that it is simply not good theatre, and in this he is 

joined by other critics like J.Mauduit52 and G.Pillement. 53 Certainly 

it is true, as all these critics point out, that Marcel avoids 

approximation and simplification in his plays, that the situations 

are invariably analysed in great depth and that there are very few 

emotional outbursts and virtually no acts of physical violence on the 

part of his characters. On the other hand, one can find very similar 

qualities in the plays of Chekhov, and yet this is a writer whose 

dramatic work has met with international success and recognition. In 

fact, the similarity between Marcel and Chekhov is particularly 

striking, and it is surprising that A.Maurois seems to be the only 

French critic to date to have made any comment to this effect. 54 Like 

Marcel, Chekhov is preoccupied in his theatre with the spiritual unease 

or disarray of the individual in a world which seems to be losing hold 

of any permanent and stable values. His plays are set in the present 

and centre around the lives of a middle-class family or small circle 

of friends and relatives. He opts, like Marcel, for a naturalistic 

setting and avoids any of the violent actions or extreme emotions which 

M.Beigbeder believes to be essential in the theatre. His plays are 

also interrogative in as much as they do not propose any solutions to 

the characters' unease and uncertainty, but leave the audience to 

reflect on the questions which have been slowly eroding their happiness 

and their confidence in life. The conclusion of The Three Sisters55 

51. "Th~atre philosophique?" in Esprit, no.160, octobre, 1949,p.573. 

52. See T6moignage chr6tien, 11.11.1949. 

53. 

54. 

55. 

See Anthologie du th~!tre francais contemporain, III, Paris, 
tditions du Belier, 1948, pp.207-8. 

See Harianne, 17.3.1937. 

In The Oxford Chekhov, (ed.R.Hingley), London, Oxford University 
Press, 1964. 
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or of The Cher;y Orchard56 is certainly as open and as disconcerting 

as the conclusion in any of Marcel's "pieces ambigues" such as 

La Chapelle ardente or Un Homme de Dieu. It is interesting to note 

that Marcel recognises and admires in Chekhov's theatre the very 

qualities which he himself has tried to achieve in his own work and 

which he has constantly held to be a sign of authentic dramatic 

creativity, namely a feeling for life in all its richness, diversity 

and ambiguity. Harcel says of his own plays that "elles marquent une 

protestation contre toutes les formules dans lesquelles on cherche a 
emprisonner 180 vie,,57 and adds: "L'amour que je porte au th~atre de 

Tch~kov tient precis6ment au fait que 180 vie y est restitu~e dans sa 

p16nitude, que jamais l'auteur n'intervient pour fausser les 

. ,,58 
perspectl.ves. 

It is significant that it is with Chekhov that Marcel should have 

so much in common and not with a dramatist like Paul, Claudel. The 

fervent Catholicism of the latter finds no place at all in Harcel's 

dramatic work. His plays are not a triumphant assertion of the pre- . 

sence of God, but a constantly renewed search for order and harmony in 

a world threatened by the breakdown of inter-personal relationships, 

growing impersonalisation and, ultimately, the disintegration of all 

human values. For many of Marcel's characters, the search is rewarded 

with a clear invitation to religiuusbelief, as in the case of 

Christiane or Pascal, for example, but this comes only after a long 

and arduous struggle against doubt and despair. "Un Claudel croit, 

et de sa foi, il b~tit son oeuvre triomphale, salubre, pleine de sbve 

et d'affirmations ••• ," writes R.Jouve. "Gabriel Marcel ne place 

sa foi qu'a l'extr~me pointe de 180 fleche, ou l'accumulation des con

tradictions sur lesquelles elle s"Uve est aspir6e comme en un point.,,59 

56. 

57. 

58. 

59. 

In The Oxford Chekhov, (ed. R.Hingley), London, Oxford University 
Press, 1964. 

Le secret est dans les tIes, p.13 

Ibid. -"Un thli~tre de 180 sinc6rit'. Gabriel Marcel, m6taphysicien et 
dram8oturge." in Etudes, vol.2, avril, 1932, p.26. 
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Marcel's mature philosophical and dramatic work is that of a man who, 

having discovered religious faith, does not cease to question it, and 

for this reason his theatre, as C.Moeller observes in his survey of 

twentieth century literature and thought, "est donc a m~me d'atteindre 

ceux qui, sans ~tre d~j~ anim6s d'un sentiment religieux explicite, 

sont cependant 6veill~s a la pr'sence d'un monde spirituel ll •
60 

It is 

in this particular respect that Marcel has made a significant contri-

bution to religious drama in the twentieth century, for the message of 

his plays is, in many ways, far closer to a non-Christian public than 

Claudel's L'Annonce faite ~ Marie,61 for example, or the Dialogues des 

Carm'lites
62 

of Georges Bernanos, although it must be recognised that, 

as works of theatre, these two plays probably surpass anything that 

Marcel has ever written. 

Unlike Marcel, Sartre's importance as a dramatist has not been 

seriously contested. Most of Sartre's plays have met with immediate 

success in France and have been successfully revived, and the general 

interest in his theatre, to judge by the number of articles and books 

written on it both in France and abroad, is still considerable. 

Although Les Mouches was rather coolly received, Sartre was extremely 

fortunate in having his first major play produced by aa experienced 

and as talented a director as Charles Dullin. Dullin was not able to 

make an indifferent playa great theatrical success, but he did give 

Sartre valuable insight into the essential qualities of good drama. 

What Sartre had discovered a few years earlier at Trier was the very 

great impact which a play could have on its audience, but he had still 

to learn a great deal about dramatic style. Bariona had been success-

ful because the subject suited the occasion admirably, but it had been 

60. Litt6rature du XXe 
siecle et Christianisme, IV, Paris, 

Casterman, 1960, p.212. 

61. In Th6!tte, II, Paris, Gallimard, bibliotheque de la PI~iade, 
1956. 

62. Paris, Editions du Seuil, 1949. 
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hastily composed and written, and Sartre was not unaware of its ma.ny 

imperfections. "Elle sacrifiait trop ~ de lonpdiscours d6monstratifs,"63 

he later declared. It is these same stylistic imperfections which 

explain, to a large extent, the failure of Les Mouches (for, as with 

Bariona, the subject was ideally suited to the situation and mood of 

the public which was to see the play). These stylistic imperfections 

were brought home emphatically to Sartre in the course of the 

rehearsals directed by Dullin at the Th~atre de la Cit6. "Hon 

dialogue etait verbeux; Dullin, sans m'en faire reproche ni me con-

seiller d'abord des coupures, me fit comprendre, en s'adressant ~ux 

seuls acteurs," recalls Sartre, "qu'une pi~ce de th6!tre doit ~tre 

exactement Ie contraire d'une orgie d'eloquence, c'est-a-dire: Ie 

plus petit nombre de mots accol's ensemble, irr'sistiblement, par une 

64 
action irreversible et une passion sans repos." It is certainly no 

coincidence that Sartre's next play, Huis clos, remedies many of the 

obvious inadequacies of his first two experimental works and has those 

very qualities of dramatic action and style which, through Dullin's 

influence, Sartre had realised were essential if a play was to be 

effective in performance and not just an interesting literary text. 

In particular, Huis clos shows Sartre's command of the language and 

dialogue of the theatre: the long speeches of Les Mouches gave way 

to sharp and rapid exchanges, and, as in his later dramatic work, 

Sartre shows a particular gift for striking slogans or catch-phrases. 

In~s' accusation: "Tu n'es rien d'autre que ta vie."(HC165), and 

Garcin's cry of "l'enfer, c'est les Autres"(HC167) will be remembered 

long after the curtain has fallen to end the play, as will Hoederer's 

bold assertion: "Tous les moyens sont bons quand ils sont efficaces"(MS209) 

63. 

64. 

"Le th6A.tre de A jusqu'a Zit in L'Avant-Scene The£tre, no.402-3, 
1-15 mai, 1968, p.33. 

Ibid. -



- 376 -

or Goetz's rhetorical outburst: "Si Dieu existe, l'homme est n6ant; 

si l'homme existe ••• "(DD267). The danger with such phru.ses is that 

they may become isolated from the context of the performance and then 

interpreted as an accurate summary of Sartre's thought on inter-

personal relationships or the nature of revolutionary action, for 

example, when it is in fact clear that they are highly provocative and 

over-simplified formulae. On the other hand, because they are pro-

vocative and over-simplified, and not qualified or explained in more 

detail, they are theatrically effective. This point is emphasised by 

Jean-Louis Barrault when he says of the language of the theatre that 

"on doit l'entendre une seule fois et l'entendre tres rapidement, 

donc il ne faut pas demander au spectateur de faire des a.ssociu.tions 

d'id6es; 11 faut que le langage soit frappant au lieu d'~tre, mettons, 

65 intellectuel". The striking dramatic langua.ge of plays like !!.l:!.i! 

clos and Les Mains sales also reflects the very clear-cut themes or -
ideas with which the spectators are presented. Where Marcel treads 

cautiously and proceeds by careful analysis, Sartre is prepared to 

exaggerate and over-simplify; the tone of Marcel's thea.tre is 

suggestive, while Sartre's plays, with the exception of Les S6questr6s 

d'Altona, advance with great clarity and decisiveness along Ii. broad 

moral or political front. Once again, this emphasises Sartre's 

strength and effectiveness as a dramatist for, as R.Speaight observesl 

"it is the capital letters which give to the plays of Sartre their 

force; l' t' th . t 1 1 tt h' h ak l' t ,,66 dd i 1S e cap1 a e ers w 1C m e us 1S en ••• , a ng 

that, although Sartre's vision of life may be less deep than that of 

Marcel, it is far clearer and that "in the tbeatre clarity is always 

more effective than chiaroscuro".67 

65. 

66. 

67. 

Un th6~tre de situations, p.43. 

"Philosophy in the French Theatre Today" in The Listener, 
19th February, 1953, p.309. 

Ibid. -
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Sartre's best dramatic work also demonstrates his ability to 

create an atmosphere of tension and excitement to match the extreme 

situations around which the plays are constructed. Thus, as J. 

Guicharnaud remarks, "the spectator is held by the expectation of 

rebounds, the promise of extreme and definitive acts, the surprise 

of certain dramatic effects, and the double question: What's going 

to happen? , How will it turn out?,,68 This is particularly apparent 

in Les Mains sales, for example, and, to a lesser extent, in Le Diable 

et Ie Bon Dieu and Les Seguestr6s d'Altona. Sartre also shows his 

readiness to experiment with different dramatic forms and genres. 

The comic genre is used with great effect in La Putain respectueuse 

and Nekrassov to underline serious political issues, a mythological or 

historical background provides the setting for Lell Mouches, Le Diable 

et Ie Bon Dieu and Les Seguestr~s d'Altona, Les Mains sales has a 

realistic, contemporary setting, and Huis clos combines both realism 

and symbolism. Finally, with Kean and Les Troyennes, Sartre has 

given evidence of his skill as an adapter. Although, however, his 

plays contain many new and challenging situations and ideas, there is 

nothing original in his experimentation with dramatic forms. Indeed, 

Sartre believes in fairly traditional modes of expression and of 

audience participation, and, in this, he differs quite markedly from 

another cornrnitted socialist playwright like Brecht. Sartre admires 

Brecht more than any other twentieth century dramatist and declares 

himself to be in total agreement with the kind of Marxist views 

d · 1..:_ 1 69 expresse In ~ pays. He does not, however, believe totally in 

Epic theatre as Brecht has defined and developed it: he accepts the 

need for distanciation in that the audience should become aware and 

critical of the problems with which it is presented, but he also 

believes that the playwright should make full use of the effects of 

68. Modern French Theatre from Giraudoux to Beckett, p.132. 

69. See Un theatre de situations, p.327. 
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Dramatic theatre - that is to say the creation of characters and a 

situation with which the spectators can identify. Thus, in his own 

form of "th6atre engag~" Sartre attempts to combine some of the 

elements of Epic and Dramatic theatre, and considers that the ideal 

theatrical effect "serait de montrer et d'6mouvoir en m@me temps",70 -

an effect which he probably comes closest to achieving in plays like 

Huis clos and Les Mains sales. 

Sartre's main strength as a political dramatist lies in the fact 

that he stresses the need for the individual to take it upon himself 

to try and change the world in which he lives while also taking into 

account the extent to which external social forces may submerge his 

powers of revolt and contestation or distort the effect of his acts. 

Social and political change is not, therefore, presented as an 

inevitable consequence of the march of History, but is seen as the 

result of human endeavour, with all the uncertainty, obstacles and 

difficulties which it entailsl There is no facile revolutionary 

optimism in Sartre's plays, and the search for personal identity, as 

in the theatre of Marcel, is tempered by the threat of failure and by 

the recognition of the need for constant application and self-renewal. 

In this way, the existential dimension of the dramatic work of Marcel 

and Sartre is clearly affirmed. 

70. "Deux heures avec Sartre" in L'Express, no.431, 17.9.1959. 
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CONCLUSION 

The aim of this thesis has been to provide an exposition and 

discussion of the theme of personal identity in the theatre of 

Gabriel Harcel and Jean-Paul Sartre. As far as the theatre of 

Marcel and Sartre taken in isolation is concerned, the most complete 

studies to date of the dramatist's treatment of the theme of personal 

identity is provided by J.Chenu in Le th9~tre de Gabriel }farcel et sa 

signification metaphysigue and by F.Jeanson in Sartre par lui-marne. 

Both of these critics have admirably grasped and conveyed in their 

studies the basic meaning and movement of the plays of Narcel and 

Sartre, but neither has taken into account the final period of their 

work and, despite the fact that they are often spoken of and related 

as philosophers, neither has attempted a comparison of them as 

dramatists. Particular attention has been paid in the thesis to the 

plays which fall into this final period, while the first and last 

chapters cover new ground in discussing the respective importance of 

the theatre in the life and work of Marcel and Sartre and in comparing 

the two dramatists' treatment of the theme of personal identity. The 

general scope of the study has also been enhanced by relating the 

work of two prominent French thinkers whose view of the world and of 

the individual's place in it ultimately raises two fundamentally 

different philosophies of life: Christian and Marxist. A particular 

effort has been made in the thesis to give a balanced and dispassionate 

"vue d'ensemble" of the complete dramatic work of the two writers. 

This has depended not only on carefully tracing the evolution in 

the thoughts and preoccupations of Marcel and Sartre as it affects 

the theme of personal identity, but also on trying to identify as 

closely as possible with the author's own particular beliefs and 

aspirations. In other words, it has been important to approach the 

plays "from within" before making any judgement about them, rather 

than criticise them from a fixed ideological standpoint. It has been 
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seen that Sartre's dramatic work, in particular, has often been 

gravely misrepresented when criticism has been coloured by strong 

ideological differences. 

It has also been borne in mind that the plays of Marcel and 

Sartre, like those of any dramatist, have been written, first and 

foremost, to be performed, and an attempt has therefore been made to 

assess the strengths and weaknesses of their work as theatre. In 

this respect, Sartre's plays have had a far greater impact than 

those of Marcel. Not only has Sartre shown himself to be a more 

imaginative playwright than Marcel by his experimentation with 

different dramatic forms and techniques, he has also proved that 

he possesses a sure feel for the language, situations and general 

atmosphere of the theatre. But the fact tha.t the pla'ys of Sartre 

have aroused a far wider and more lasting interest than those of 

Marcel cannot be accounted for simply in terms of dramatic style lmd 

technique. It is significant that the whole tone and content of 

Sartre's work has found an immediate echo not only among his con

temporaries but also among succeeding generations. His plays, in 

common with the rest of his work, raise challenging and controversial 

philosophical and political issues and, because of this, they are 

readily accepted in an age of social unrest, of growing class-con

sciousness and contestation of authority and power. Marcel's work, 

on the other hand, despite its range and diversity, has rarely been 

thought of as particularly challenging and has certainly never been 

looked on as controversial. This does not, of course, mean that 

Marcel has failed to capture the imagination of the public simply 

because he has tried to uphold outmoded v&ues and beliefs. In fact, 

his plays are also critical and challenging in their own right, but 

the subject of the "soul in exile" or spiritual unrest and Marcel's 

careful and detailed study of it is clearly out of touch with the 

general mood of contemporary society. Thus F.Kingston, in his Christian 
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critique of modern French existentialism, readily concedes that 

"Marcel's treatment of reality is not a popular one" and that "his 

writings will not be read by the large numbers of people who read 

1 Sartre". Nor does the short-term future sug~;est a reversal in 

the respective appeal of the work of Marcel and Sartre. Emphasising 

the significance of the agitation and contestation of the left, and 

the increasing politicisation of our daily lives, G.Sandier writes: 

"Loger en nous des images efficaces ou des concepts subversifs qui, 

les uns comme les autres, soient de nature a provoquer des hommes a 
des actes, voila bien, semble-t-il, la seule fin que se puisse 

proposer Ie theatre, s'il entend demeurer un langage contemporain.,,2 

In this respect, the plays of Sartre, the majority of which were 

first performed more than twenty years ago, have lost none of their 

relevance or "actualit~". Although Marcel's theatre does have much 

to tell us about the situation of man in contemporary society, his 

message is unlikely to have any great impact on the public as a 

whole until there is a widespread rebirth of man's sense of spiritual 

belonging. At the present time, however, there is no apparent like-

lihood of such a radical change in people's outlook and preoccupations. 

Although Marcel and Sartre hold very different and, in many ways, 

incompatible views of the world, this does not mean that appreciation 

on an individual level of one of the dramatists will necessarily 

preclude appreciation of the other. We can, for example, admire the 

specifically theatrical qualities of Un Homme de Dieu or of IIuis clos, 

just as we can admire these qualities in the work of Claudel and 

Brecht; but, even more significantly, many of the situations presented 

in the plays of Marcel and Sartre can be directly related to our own 

1. French Existentialism: A Christian Critique, pp.203-4. 

2. Theatre et Combat: Regards sur Ie theatre actuel, Paris, Stock, 
1970, p.15. 
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experience of life. Indeed, it should be remembered that, for the 

spectator or reader, the dramatic work of Marcel and Sartre constitutes 

an appeal which is ultimately far more important than any aesthetic 

judgement which we may make about their plays. Like The Nurder of 

Gonzago performed at Hamlet's request before Claudius and the Court of 

Elsinore, the theatre of Marcel and Sartre is a mirror in which we 

catch sight of our own reflection. The characters of Le Monde casse, 

Le Dard and L'Emissaire or of Les Mains sales, Le Diable et Ie Bon Dieu 

and Les Seguestres d'Altona are struggling with varying degrees of 

success to live and act meaningfully in a world which many of us, 

irrespective of political or religious beliefs, can hardly fail to 

recognise as our own. W11ether the ultimate recourse for the individual 

is religious or political faith, the awful reality of our age is 

reflected in the bitterness and discontent forseen by Werner, the 

divisive and fanatical ideologies witnessed by Antoine, the oppressive 

inequality of wealth, power and privilege seen by Goetz and the impot

ence and guilt felt by Frantz. The plays of Marcel and Sartre do not 

allow us to escape from the reality of our daily lives, but mah:e us 

aware of ourselves as moral agents in a particular social or political 

context. In other words, the spectator, reader or critic is stripped 

of all intellectual pretence and called into question a,s a human being. 

In this respect, the theatre of Marcel and Sartre is a rejection of 

scholasticism and an instrument of self-criticism which may ultimately 

lead to self-renewal. The study of their plays should not therefore 

be viewed as an academic adventure enjoyable ~s an end in itself, but 

as one further step towards a deeper understanding of the world in 

which we live, and as an appeal to action, an appeal which leaves us 

free to choose between Christian morality and revolutionary "praxis". 
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2. Gouhier, H., "Gabriel Harce1 et Ie prob1~me du th6atre engage". 

3. Belay, N., "Le I'Iort de demain". 

40 Chenu, J., "Theatre et metaphysique". 

5. Poirier, R., liLa IIIort et l' immorta1i t~". 

6. Parain-Via1, J., "L'Etre et Ie temps". 

5. Theatre reviews of Ibrce1' splays 

(a)1§ Chauelle ardente 

Ransan, A., in Ce I'latin, 10.10.1950.* 

Gautier, J.-J., in Le Figaro, 11.10.1950.* 

Kemp, R., in Le r·Tonde, 11.10.1950.* 

Beigbeder, M., in Le Parisien 1ibere, 12.10.1950.* 

Jo1y, G., in L'Aurore. 12.10.1950.* 

de Roux, F., IILe metteur en scene de La Chapel1e ardente a mis 
trop de cendres sur Ie feu" in Le Figaro litteraire, 14.10.1950.* 

La Croix, 14.lO.1950 (critic unidentified).* 

Saure1, R., in Combat, 14/15.l0.1950~ 

La1ou, R., in Les Nouvelles 1itt6rair,~s, 19.10.1950.* 

Engelhard, H., in R&forme, 21.10.1950.* 

(b)Un HO~T.e de Dieu 

Kemp, R., in Le Nonde, 28.5.1949* and 27.10.1949.* 

Gautier, J.-J., in Le Figaro, 28/29.5.1949* and 25.1001949*. 

Lemarchand, J., in Combat, 28/29.5.1949* and 26.10.1949.* 
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(b) cont •••• 

Estang, D., in La Croix, 29/30.5.1949.* 

Jo1y, G., in L'Aurore, 30.5.1949.* 

Lagarde, P., in Liberation, 30.5.1949.* 

Alter, A., in LIAube, 2.6.1949* and 21.11.1949.* 

l~eveux, G., in Les Nouvelles litt~raires. 2.6.1949.* 

Simiot, B., "Un Homme de Dieu par n. Gabriel Harcel" in 
Homc,es et Hondes, no. 37, aollt, 1949, pp • 698-703. 

hauduit, J.,in Temoignage chretien, 11.11.1949.* 

Hau1nier, T., in La Batai11e.. Extracts of this review vlero reproduced 
in France Illustration. Suppl~ment th6fttra1 et 1itteraire. no. 46, 

. 12.11.1949. 

Ie Grix, F., "Spectacles d'un temps. A propos de Un Homns de Dieq 
piece de H. Gabriel H rcel." in Ecrits de Paris, no. 65, mars, 1950, 
pp. 149-53. 

(c) Le Dard 

Paris-Soir, 4.3.1937 ( critic uniden tified).* 

Bau~r, G., in L'Echo de P2ris, 9.3.1937.* 

Gros, G.-J., in Paris-Soir, 20.3.1937.* 

Lumiere, 20.3.1937 (critic unidentified)! 

Romieu, A., in Courrier royal, 27.3.1937.* 

Henry, C., in LIEre nouvelle, 28/29.3.1937.* 

Audiat, P., in Paris-Soir, 23.5.1937.* 

Has, E., in L8 Petit bleu, 25.5.1937.* 

Paz, M., in Le PODulaire, 28.5.1937.* 

Dubech, L.,. in Candide, 24.6.1937.* 
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(d) Rome nlest plus dans Rome 

Gandrey-Rety, J., in Ce Soir, 20.4.1951.* 

Gautier, J.-J., in Le Figaro, 20.4.1951.* 

Kemp, R., in Le Honde, 20.4.1951.* 

Ransan, A., in Ce Eatin, 20.4.1951.* 

Leclerc, G., in L'Humanite-Dimanche, 22.4.1951.* 

Nimier, R., itl Op'ra, 25.4.1951.* 

La1ou, R., in Les Nouvelles litt6raires. 26.4.1951.* 

Hauban, C., in Rivaro1, 26.4.1951.* 

Boutang, P., "Rome n I est plus dans Rome: Une tr.·lg6die de Ia panique 
at de la grgce" in Aspects de 1a .l!'rance et du Honde, 27.4.1951.* 

Frame, A., in Le Popu1aire.de Paris, 27.4.1951.* 

Nau1nier, T., in Combat, 27.4.1951.* 

Estang, L., in La Croix, 28.4.1951.* 

Engelhard, H., in R6forme, 5.5.1951.* 

Reil1e, J.-F., in Arts, ll.5.~951. 

Lerminier, G., in T~moignage chretien, 25.5.1951.* 

Garampon, G., "Rome nlest plus dans Rome" in Esprit no. 180, juin, 
1950, pp. 910-13. 

Viatte, A., "Rome nlest plus dans Rome" in La Revue de 11Universit~ 
Laval, no. 1, septembre, 1951, pp. 46-50. 

(e) La Chemin de cr~te 

Lerminier, G., in Le Parisien 1ibere, 5.11.1953.* 

Naulnier, T., in Combat. 7.11.1953.* 

Garamb~, B., in Rivaro1, 20.11.1953.* 

The reviews marked with an asterisk have been collected under the title of 
each play in the Fonds Ronde1, Bib1iotheque de 11Arsenal, Paris. 
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60 Other works by Sartre 

La Naus'e, Paris, Gallimard, 1938. 

Le Hur, Paris, Gallimard, 1939. 

L'Etre et le N'ant. essai d'ontologie ph'nom'noloaigtie, Paris, 
Gal1imard, 1943. 

L'Existentialisme est un humanisme. Paris, Lacs1, 1946. 

Les Jeux sont faits, Paris, Nagel, 1947. 

Situations, 1, Paris, Gallimard, 1947. 

L'Engrenage, Paris, Gallimard, 1948. 

Situations. 11, Paris, Gal1imard, 1948. 

Situations, 111, Paris, Gallimard, 1949. 

S~int Genet, com6dien at martyr, Paris, Gallimard, 1952. 

Critique de la raison dialectique, Paris, Gallimard, 1960. 

Les Mots, Paris, Gallimard , 1964. 

,Situations, IV, Paris, Gallimard, 1964. 

Situations. V, Paris, Gallimard, 1964. 

Situg,tions, VI, Pn,ris, Gallimard, 1964. 

Situations, VII, Paris, Gallimard, 1965. 

L'. Idiot de la famille, 1, Poris, Gallimard, 1971. 

Sit~~tions, VIII, Paris, Gallimaru, 1972. 

Situations, IX, P~ris, Gallim3.rd, 1972. 

Un th~~tre de situations, Paris, Gal1imard, 1973. (A collection of 
Sartre's most important articles and interviews on the th.Btre presented by 
H. Contat and H. Rybalka). 

7 Articles and lectures not included in "Situations" I-IX • • 

"Forgers of Hyths, The Young Playwrights of France" in Theatre Arts, 
vol. 30, June, 1946, pp. 324-35.* 

"Le processus historique" in La Gazette de Lausanne, 9.2.1947. 
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"Pour un th6iltre de situations" in La Rue, no.12, novembre, 
1947, p.8. * 

"Apres Budapest Sartre parle" in L'Express, 9.11.1955, pp.13-16. 

"Brecht et les classiques" in Le th6iHre dans Ie monde/World 
Theatre, no.l, 1958, pp.11-19.* 

Lecture on the theatre (given at the Sorbonne, 29.3.1960) in 
Premieres (World Premieres/Premi~res mondiales), no.9, juin, 1960.* 

"Mythe et r~alite du th~atre" in Le Point (Bruxelles), no.7, 
janvier, 1967, pp.20-5.* 

ledures. 
The articles or eSBfepeFlees marked with an asterisk have been 

reprinted in Un thea,tre de situations. ''ihere the article or con
ference originally appeared in English, it has been translated back 
into French. 

8. Debates, interviews. 

"Ce que nous dit Jean-Paul Sartre de sa premiere pi~ce", 
interview with I.Novy in Comoedia, 24.4.1943.* 

"Entretien avec Jean-Paul Sartre", interview with C.Grisoli in 
~, no.13, d~cembre, 1945, pp.5-10. 

"Horts sans sepulture n'est pas une pi~ce sur la R~sistance", 
interview in Combat, 30.10.1946.* 

"Jean-Paul Sartre va faire ses d~buts de metteur en sdme 
avec La Putain respectueuse", interview with J.Narcerou in 
Liberation, 30.10.1946. 

"'La torture pose Ie probleme de la libert~ humaine', nous 
dit Jean-Paul Sartre", interview with A.Warnod in Le Figaro, 1.11.1946. 

"Les Jeux sont faits? Tout Ie contraire d'une pHce existen
tialiste, nous dit Jean-Paul Sartre", interview with P.CarriEtre in 
Le Figaro, 29.4.1947. 

"Drame politique puis crime passionnel. •• Jean-Paul Sartre nous 
parle de so, pro chaine piece", interview with G.Dornand in Frnnc
Tireur, 23.3.1948.* 

"Quand Cocteau, Ie poete, met en sdme Ie philosophe J. -P. 
Sartre", interview with JI"B.Jeener in Le Figaro, 30.3.1948.* 

"Dans Les Mains sales, Jean-Paul Sartre pose Ie probleme de la 
fin et des moyens", interview with R.Guilly in Combat, 31.3.1948.* 

"Demain, au theatre Antoine, Jean-Paul Sartre prendra position 
devant Ie probleme de l'engagement politique", interview with 
P.-A. Baud' in L'Aube, 1.4.1948. 

"Rencontre avec Jean-Paul Sartre", interview with G.d'Aubar~de 
in Les Nouvelles litteraires, 1.2.1951. 

Interview on Le Diable et Ie Bon Dieu with C.Brule 1'n 0 l para, 
25.4.1951. 

"Jean-Paul Sartre nous presente Le Diable et Ie Bon Dieu", 
interview with C. de Rivoyre in Le Monde, 31.5.1951. 
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"Si Dieu existe, nous dit Sartre l propos de sa pi~ce, le Bien 
et le Hal sont identiques", interview with C.Chonez in L'Observateur, 
31.5.1951. 

"Le Diable et Ie Bon Dieu, nous dit Sartre, c'est 11.1. mame chose ••• 
moi je choisis l'homme", interview with M.P~ju in Samedi-Soir, 
2.6.1951.* 

"Avec Le Diable et Ie Bon Dieu c'est une chronique drn.matique 
que veut nous offrir Jean-Paul Sartre", interview with J

O .-13.Jeener 
in Le Figaro, 2/3.6.1951. 

"Des que deux personnes s'aiment, elles s'aiment c~ntre Dieu", 
interview in Paris-Presse-L'Intransigeant, 7.6.1951.* 

"Jean-Paul Sartre r6pond a la critique dramatique et offre un 
guide au spectateur pour suivre Le Diable at Ie Bon Dieu", interview 
with J.Duch6 in Le Figaro litUraire, 30.6.1951.* 

"Jean-Paul Sartre a coupe Kean aux mesures de Pierre Brasseur", 
interview with P.Norelle in Lib~ion, 4.11.1953. 

"Hon adaptation d'Alexandre Dumas ne sera pas une pHce de Jean
Paul Sartre", interview with J.Carlier in Combat, 5.11.1953.* 

"Quand Sartre 'rewrite' Dumas pour s'amuser et exaucer Brasseur", 
interview with J.Duche in La Figaro litteraire, 7.11.1953. 

"La v~ri table figure de Kean", interview with H .• Saurel in 
Les Lettres francaises, 12.11.1953.* 

"Avant 11.1. cre'ation de Nekraossov au th6~tre Antoine, Sartre nous 
dU ••• ", interview with H.Magnan in Le Monde, 1.6.1955. 

"II n'y a pas de mechants dans Nekrassov", interview with 
R.Valensi in L'Aurore, 7.6.1955. 

"Au train 00. vont les r6a.ctions je ne suis pas snr que rna pi~ce 
trouve un public", interview with S.Hontigny in Combat, 7.6.1955.* 

"Nekrassov n'est pas une pi~ce ~ clef", interview with P.Norelle 
in Liberation, 7.6.1955. 

"En d~non9ant dans rna nouvelle pi~ce les proc6d6s de 11.1. presse 
anticommuniste ••• je veux apporter une contribution d"crivain a 1a 
lutte pour 11.1. paix", interview with G.Leclerc in t'Humanite, 8.6.1955.* 

"La pi~ce vise des institutions et non des individus", interview 
with J.-F.Rolland in L'Humanit6-Dimanche, 19.6.1955.* 

"Jean-Paul Sartre nous parle de th4~tre", interview with B.Dort 
in Theatre populaire, no.15, septembre-octobre, 1955, pp.1-9.* 

"Jean-Paul Sartre on his autobiography", interview with O.Todd 
in The Listener, 6.6.1957. 

"Le theatre peut-il aborder l' actuali t' poli tique? Une' table 
ronde' avec Sartre, Butor, Vail1and, Adamov", discussion in France
Observateur, no.405, 13.2.1958. 

"Entretien avec Sartre", interview with M.Chapsa.1 in L'Express, 
no.430, 10.9.1959.* 
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"Jean-Paul Sartre fait sa rentree apres quatre ans de retraite", 
interview with P.Berger in Paris-Journal, 12.9.1959. 

"Deux heures avec Sartje", interview with R.lCanters in L'Express, 
no.431,17.9.1959.* 

"Entretien avec Jean-Paul Sartre", interview with C.Haroche in 
France nouvelle, 17.9.1959.* 

"Frantz non plus n'etait pas nazi", interview with J.Autrusseau 
in Les Lettres fran~aises, 17.9.1959. 

"Les S6guestr6s d'Altonas 'II ne s'agit ni d'une pi~ce politique ••• 
ni d'une piece a these''', interview with C.Sarraute in La Monda, 
17.9.1959. * 

"A la veille de la premi~re des S~9uestres d'Altona, Jean-l)aul 
Sartre fait Ie point", interview with C.Chonez in Lib~ration, 
21.9.1959. 

"Lew S6guestr~s d'Altona nous concernent tous", interview with 
B.Dort in The!tre populaire, no.36, 4e trimestre, 1959, pp.1-13.* 

Interview with M.Chapsal in Les Ecrivains en personne, Paris, 
Rene Julliard, 1960. This interview is reprinted in Situations, IX. 

"Sartre repond aux jeunes", interview with J.-A.Miller in 
L'Express, no.455, 3.3.1960. 

"An interview with Jean-Paul Sartre", interview with O.Pucciu.ni 
in Tulane Drama Review, no.3, March, 1961, pp.12-18. 

"Sartre talks to Tynan", interview with K.Tynan in The Observer, 
18.6.1951* and 25.6.1951.* 

"Sartre parle ••• ", interview with I.Buin in Clart', no.55, mars
avril, 1964, pp.42-7. 

"Jean-Paul Sartre s'explique sur Les Mots", interview with 
J.Piatier in Le Monde, 18.4.1964. 

"Entretien avec Jean-Paul Sartre", interview with L.I)eillard 
in Livres de Francet no •. 1, janvier, 1966, pp.14-18. 

"Le th~a.tre d!A jusqu'a ZIt, interview with P.-L.Mignon in 
L'Avant-Scene Th6!tre, no.402-3, 1-15 mai, 1968, pp.33-4. 

The interviews marked with an asterisk have been reprinted 
wholly or extensively in Un th~atre de situations. Where the inter
view originally appeared in Englis~, it has been translated back into 
French. 

9. Critical works on Sart»e 

Aldereth, M., Commitment in Modern French Literature. A brief 
study of "litterature engag6e tl in the works of i'eguy, Aragon, and 
Sartre, London, Victor Gollancz, 1967. 

Audry, C., Sartre et la Realit6 humaine, Paris, Seghers, 1966. 
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Barthes, R., "Nekrassov juge de sa critique" in ThAAtre 
populaire, no.14, juillet-aout, 1955, pp.67-72. 

Bauer, G.R., Sartre and the Artist, Chicago, University of 
Chicago Press, 1969. 

Beigbeder, M., "Theatre philosophique? II: Sartre." in Es pri t, 
no.162, decembre, 1949, pp.924-42. 

Berm!ez, J., "A propos des Mains sales" in Les Temps modernes, 
no.36, septembre, 1948, pp.574-6. 

.. 
Boros, M.-D., Un SeqUestra: l'homme sartrien. Htude du theme 

de'la sequestration dans l'oeuvre litt~raire de Jean-Paul Sartre, 
Paris, Nizet, 1968. 

Bradby, D., "Sartre as Dramatist" in Sartre, A Collection of 
Critical Essays, (ed. N.Warnock), New York, Anchor Hooks, 1<.171, 
pp.260-83. 

Bradby, D.~ Introduction to Kenn, London, Oxford University 
fress, 1973, pp.1-37. 

Brisson, P., "Le cas Sartre et Ie th6Atre" in La Figaro 
litteraire, 4.10.1947. 

Burnier, M.-A., Les Existentialistes et la politigue, Paris, 
Gallimard, 1966. 

Campbell, R., Jean-l)aul Sartre ou une li tt6rature philosophigue, 
Paris, Pierre Ardent, 1946 (2nd edition). 

Charmel, A., "Le theatre de Jean-l)aul Sartre" in Europe, no.50, 
f6vrier, 1950, pp.43-53. 

Chiari, J., "Jean-Paul Sartre" in The Contemporary French Theatre: 
The flight from naturalism, London, Rockliff, 1958, pp.141-69. 

Colombel, J., "Jean-Paul Sartre: approches m6thodologiques" in 
La Nouvelle Critique, no.173-4, mars, 1966, pp.129-56. 

Contat, M., Explication des "S6'guestr6's d'Altona" de Jean-}lnul 
Sertre, Archives des lettres modernes, no.89, Paris, Minard, 1968. 

Fields, M., "De la Critique de la raison dialectigue aux 
S6questr's d'Altona" in P.M.L.A., no.5, December, 1963, pp.622-30. 

Gisselbrecht, A., "Pr~sentation" in La Nouvelle Critique, no.173-4, 
mars, 1966, pp.92-9. 

Glucksmann, C., "Jean-Paul Sartre et Ie gauchisme esth6tique" 
in La Nouvelle Critique, no.173-4, mars, 1966, pp.167-98. 

Goldmann, L., "Problemes philosophiques et politiques dans Ie 
th~Atre de Jean-Paul Sartre" in Structures mentales et cr6ation 
culturelle, Paris, Editions Anthropos, 1970, pp.209-64. 

Gore, K., "The Theatre of Sartre: 1940-65" in Books Abroad, 
no.2, spring, 1967, pp.133-49. 
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Gore, K., Sartre: "La Naus~ell and "Les Mouches", London, Arnold, 
1970. 

Gorz, A., "De la conscience ~ la praxis" in Livres de FrKnce, 
no.1, janvier, 1966, pp.3-7. 

Grossvogel, D., "Further l'erils of Debate" in The Self-Conscious 
Stage in Modern ]<'rench Drama, New York, Columbia University ..Press, 
1958, pp.123-46. 

Guicharnaud, J., "Man and His Acts: Jean-Paul Sartre !:I.nd 
Albert Camus" in Modern French Theatre from Giro.udoux to Beckett, 
New Haven, Yale University Press, 1961, pp.131-52. 

Hobson, H., "Jean-Paul Sartre" in The French Theatre of Todo.y: 
An English View, Harrap, 1953, pp.75-127. 

Jeanson, F., Sartre par lui-m~me, Paris, Editions du Seuil, 1955. 

Jeanson, F., Le Probl~me moral et la pens6e de Sartre Buivi de 
Un guidam nomm6 Sartre, Paris, Thditions du Seuil, 1965. 

Jeanson, F., "Le theatre de Sartre ou les hommes en proie a 
l'homme" in Livres de France, no.1, janvier, 1966, pp.8-13. 

Jeanson, F., Sartre dans so. vie, Paris, .b:ditions du Seuil, 1974. 

Joubert, 1., Alienation et Libert~ dans "Les Chemins de 18. 
Libert~" de Jean-Paul Sartre, Paris, Didier, 1971. 

Kaufmann, W., "Sartre as a Playwrightz The Plies and Dirty H!.lnds" 
in Sartre,A Collection of Critical Essays, (ed.M.Warnock), New York, 
Anchor Books, 1971, pp.244-59. 

Lacroix, J., "La libert' et Ie probl~me moral chez Sartre" in 
Le Monde, 31.10.1947. 

Lancelle, J., "Jean-Paul Sartre" in L'Amateur (revue beIge d'art 
dramatique), no.80-1, 1960, pp.16-7. 

Launay, C. ,Le Diable et Ie Bon Dieu, coll. "ProfH dtune 
oeuvre", no.15, Paris, Hatier, 1970. 

Lemarchand, J., "Un auteur dramatique en situation (fausse)" in 
Le Figaro litt6raire, 29.10.1964. 

Nanser, A., Sartre: A Phiiilosophic Study, London, Athlone Press, 
1966. . 

Hassiet, R., "Pour un th6l1tre au service du peuple" in Front 
national, 31.8.1946. 

Maurocfil D., "Sartre et Ie th~atre engag&II in Combat, 24.11.1955. 

McCall, D., The Theatre of Jean-Paul Sa,rtre, New York, Columbia 
University Press, 1969. 

New Haven, Yale University Press, 1958. 
Nelson, R.J., "Sartre: The Playas Lie" in Play within a PI - ax, 
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North, R.J., Introduction to Les Mouches, London, Harrap, 
1963, pp.7-50. 

Palmer, J., "Les Seguestres d'Altona: Sartre's black tragedy" 
in French Studies, no.2, April, 1970, pp.150-62. 

Perraud, F., "Jean-Paul Sartre et son th~l1tre de 10. libert6" 
in Pa,ris-Th6atre, no.98, 1955, pp.20-3. 

Pucciani, 0., "Les Seguestres d'Altona of Jean-Paul Sartre" 
in Tulane Drama Review, no.3, March, 1961, pp.19-33. 

Reggiani, S., Interview on Les Seguestres d'Altona, in Arts, 
30.9.1959. 

Ricoeur, P., "!tQ~lexions" SUT' JJe Diable et Ie Bon Dieu" in 
Esprit, no.ll, novembre, 1951, pp.111-19. 

Royle, P., "The Ontological Significance of Lea Nouches" in 
French Studies, no.l, January, 1972, pp.42-53. 

Sakharoff, N., "The Polyvalence of the Theatrical Langu:.tge in 
No Exit" in Modern Drama, no.2, September, 1973, pp.199-205. 

Sandier, G., "Socrate dramaturge" in Les Critiques de notre 
temps et Sartre, (ed. J.Lecarme), Paris, Garnier, 1973, pp.~9-103. 

Simon, P.-H., "L'autre dans Ie theiltre de Jean-l'aul Sartre" in 
Th'ltre et Destin: La signification de 10. renaissance dramatique en 
France au XXe si~cle, Paris, Armand Colin, 1959, pp.165-~9. 

Thody, P., Jean-Paul Sartre: A Literary and Political Study, 
London, Hamish Hamilton, 1960. 

Thody, P., Introduction to Les Seguestr6s d'Altona, London, 
University of London Press, 1965. 

Thody, P., Sartre: A Biographical Introduction, London l• Studio 
Vista, 1971. 

Thody, P., "Sartre" in Forces in Modern Prench Drama: Studies 
in Variations on the Permitted Lie, (ed. J.Pletcher), LOldon, 
University of London Press, 1972, pp.110-28. 

Verstraeten, P., Violence et 6thique. Esquisse d'une critique 
de 10. morale dialectique a. partir du th6B.tre poli tigue de SArtre, 
Paris, Gal1imard, 1972. 

Vi1ar, J., Interview: "Jean Vi1ar s'explique" in~, no.7, 
octobre, 1955, pp.1-2. 

Vowles, R.B., "Existentialism and Dramatic Form" in Educutional 
Theatre Journal, no.3, 1953, pp.215-19. 

Warnock, M., The Philosophy of Sa.rtre, London, Hutchinson,1965. 

Will, F., "Sartre and the question of character in literature" 
in P.l-i.L.A., no.4, September, 1961, pp.455-60. 

Wreszin, M., tlJean-Paul Sartre:Philosopher as Dramatist" 
in Tulane Drama Review, no.3, March, 1961, pp.34-57. 
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Debate on Les SeqUestras d'Altona (with C.Audry, G.Marcel, 
E.Richer and B.Poirot-Delpech) in Recherches et Debats du centre 
catholigue des intellectuels francais, no.32, septembre, 1960, 
pp.42-66. 

10. Theatre reviews of Sartre' splays 

a) Les Mouches 

L'Oeuvre, 7.6.1943 (critic unidentified).* 

Rostand, M., in Paris-Midi, 7.6~1943.* 

Ricou, G., in La France socialiste, 12.6.1943.* 

Leiris, M., "Oreste at la cite" in Les Lettres francaises, no.12, 
1943; reprinted in Les Critiques de notre temps et ~artre, (ed. J. 
Lecarme), Paris, Garnier, 1973, pp.73-7. 

Beigbeder, M., in Le Parisien lib6re, 10.7.1950* and 16.1.1951.* 

Devay, J.-F., in Combat, 10.7.1950.* 

Florenne, Y., in Le Monde, 12.7.1950.* 

Jeener, J.-B., in Le Figaro litteraire, 15.7.1950.* 

Marcel, G., in Les Nouvelles li tteraires, 18.1.1951; reprinted 
in L'Heure the~trale, pp.186-9. 

Alter, A., "Mais ou sont Les Mouches d'antan?" in L'Aube, 
19.1.1951. 

Maulnier, T., in Combat, 19.1.1951.* 

Estang, L., in La Croix, 20.1.1951.* 

Maudui t, J., in T6moignage chretien, 2.2.1951. * 

b) Huis clos 

Rostand, M., in Paris-Midi, 4.6.1944.* 

Pelorson, G., in Revolution, 10.6.1944.* 

Ricou, G., in La France socialiste, 17.6.1944.* 

Lenormand, H.R., in Panorama, 22.6.1944.* 

Cauchois, P., in Chantiers, 25.6.1944.* 

Arout, G., in Carre~our, 23.9.1944.* 

Magny, C.-E., in Les Lettres francaises, 23.9.1944.* 

Touchard, P.-A., in Le Parisien libere, 27.9.1944.* 

Mignon, P.-L., in Le Front national, 14.9.1946.* 

Lemarchand, J., in Combat, 26.9.1946.* 



- 407 -

Gaillard, P., in Les Lettres fransaises, 27.9.1946.* 

Lang, A., in Concorde, 10.10.1946.* 

Capron, M., in Combat, 16.5.1953.* 

Beigbeder, M., in Les Lettres fransaises, 21.5.1953.* 

Audiberti, J., in~, 22.5.1953.* 

Sarraute, C., in Le Monde, 31.3.1956.* 

Saurel, R., in Information, 31.3.1956.* 

Paris-Presse-L'Intransigeant, 31.3.1956 (critic unidentified).* 

Le Figaro, 3.4.1956 (critic unidentified).* 

Marcabru, P., in~, 25.4.1956.* 

c) Les Mains sales 

Favalelli, M., in Paris-Presse-L'Intransigeant, 3.4.1948.* 

Gautier, J.-J., in Le Figaro, 3.4.1948.* 

Joly, G., in L'Aurore, 4.4.1948.* 

Kemp, R., in Le Monde, 4.4.1948.* 

Lagarde, P., in Liberation, 4.4.1948.* 

Lemarchand, J., in Combat, 6.4.1948.* 

Maulnier, T., in Spectateur, 6.4.1948.* 

" 8 de Roux, F., in L Epogue, 6.4.194 .* 

Ambriere, F., in Op6ra, 7.4.1948.* 

Gaillard, P., "C'est Sartre qui a les mains sales" in 
Les Lettres fra,nxaises, 8.4.1948.* 

Gandrey-Rety, J., in Arts, 9.4.1948.* 

EnQihard, H., in Reforme, 10.4.1948.* 

Maulnier, T., in Le Figaro litteraire, 10.4.1948.* 

Huisman, G., in La France hebdomadaire, 13.4.1948.* 

Marion, D., in La Bataille, 14.4.1948.* 

Delpec~ J., in Les Nouvelles litteraires, 15.4.1948.* 

Duras, M., in Action, avril, 1948.* 

Harcel, G., in Les Nouvelles litteraires, 13.5.1948. 

Altman, G., in Franc-Tireur, 5.6.1948.* 



- 408 -

d) Le Diable et Ie Bon Dieu 

Abr~m, P., in Liberation, 13.6.1951.* 

Alfuont, M., in Combat, 13.6.1951.* 

Beigbeder, M., "Le Diable et Ie Bon Dieu professent pendant 
quatre heures la philosophie de Jean-Paul Sartre au Theatre Antoine" 
in Le p'arisien libere, 13.6.1951.* 

Kemp, R., in Le Monde, 13.6.1951; reprinted in La Vie du th6atre, 
pp. 234-8. 

Nimier, R., in Opera, 13.6.1951. 

Ransan, A., in Ce I·La tin, 13.6.1951.* 

Verdot, G., in Franc-Tireur, 13.6.1951.* 

IIIarcel, G., in Les Nouvelles 11 tt6raires, 14.6.1951; reprinted in 
L'Heure thMtrale, pp. 214-19. 

Triolet, ~., in Les Lettres francaises, 14.6.1951.* 

Frank, A., in Le Popu1aire de Paris, 15.6.1951. 

Estang, L., in La Croix, 16.6.1951.* 

L_emarchaand, J., in Le Figaro 1itteraire, 16.6.1951.* 

Leclerc, G., "Le Diab1e et Ie Bon Dieu a fait bailler Ie 'Tout 
Paris tI, in L'Human_i te-Dimanche, 17.6.1951.* 

l'1aulnier, T., "Ya pas d'Bon Dieu" in Combat 18.6.1951* and 25.6.1951.* 

Cogniat, R., in Arts, 22.6.1951.* 

rr.audui t, J., in Temoignage chretien, 22.6.1951.* 

Luthy, H., "Jean-Paul Sartre et Ie Bon Dieu" in Preuves, no. 5, 
juillet, 1951, pp. 7-11. 

Bungener, P., in Reforme, 5.1.1952.* 

Poirot-Delpech, B., in Le Honde, 23.11.1968. 

liral'cel, G., "Au coin du sacrilege" in Les Nouvelles litterllires, 
26.12.1968. 

e) ~ 

Arts, 19.11.1953 (critic unidentified).* 

Gautier, J.-J., in Le Figaro, 19.11.1953.* 

Guignebert, J., in Liberation, 19.11.1953.* 



- 409 -

Eaulnier, T., in Combat, 19.11.1953.* 

L'Express , 21.11.1953 (critic unidentified).* 

Ambriere, F., in Paris-Comoedia, 25.11.1953.* 

Lalou, R., in Les Nouvelles litterair~s, 26.11.1953. 

Lemarchand, J., in Le FiGaro litteraire, 28.11.1953. 

f) Nekrassov 

Gautier, J.-J., i~ Le Figaro, 13.6.1955.* 

Leclerc, G., in L'Hull!anite, 13.6.1955.* 

Lerminier, G., in Le P8risien lib8re, 13.6.1955. 

I·lau1nier, T., in Combat. 13.6.1955.* 

Kemp, R., in Le Honde, 14.6.1955.* 

Lebesque, M.~n Carrefour , 15.6.1955.* 

Naree1, G., in Les Nouvelles 11tt6raircs, 15.6.1955; reprinted 
in L'Heure th~~tra1e, pp. 223-7. 

Lemarchand, J., in Le Figaro litt6raire, 18.6.1955.* 

Coeteau, J., in Lib6ration, 20.6.1955.* 

g) Les S~guestr~s d'A1tona 

Poirot-De1pech, B., in Le Monde, 25.9.1959.* 

Capron, M., in Combat, 26.9.1959.* 

Gautier, J.-J., in Le Figaro, 26.9.1959.* 

Jo1y, G., in ~'Aurore, 26.9.1959.* 

Lerminier, G., in Le Parisien 1ibere, 26.9.1959.* 

More11e, P., in Lib~ration, 26.9.1959.* 

Haree1, G., "Sartre nous tient enferill~s quatre heures avec 
Les Seguestres d'A1tona" in Les Nouvelles litteraires, 1.10.1959. 

Vigneron, J., in La Croix, 2.10.1959.* 

Lemarehand, J., in Le Figaro 1itt6raire, 3.10.1959.* 

Kanters, R., in L'Express. 8.10.1959.* 

Alter, A., in T6moignap:e chr~tien, 16.1001959.* 



- 410 -

Dort, B., "Les Seguestres d'Altona" in Th6~tre n01)ulaire, 
no. 35, 3e trimestre, 1959., pp. 65-91. 

Gouhier, H., "Intrigue et action: de B. Shaw a J.-P. S3rtre" in 
La Table ronde. no. 143, novembre, 1959, pp. 173-8. 

The reviews marked with an asterisk have been collected under the title 
of each play in the Fonds Rondel, Bibliotheque de l'Arsenal, Poris. 

11. General critical works 

Alexander, 1;11., "La philosophie existentialiste en II'rance" in 
French Studies, no. 2, April, lS47, pp. 94-114. 

---"--- "The Phenomeno1ocical Ph:iJosophy in :b'rs.nce. An 
Analysis of its themes, significance and implic'3.tions" in SrtT'Q. A 
Collection of Critical Essays. (ed. H. vic:rnock), NeVI York, Anchor Booles, 
1971, pp. 63-101. 

Barjon, L.~ "Le drame de 1a destinee humaine ~ travers Ie thM.tre 
cohtemporain"inEtudes, janvier, 1949, pp. 3-22 • 

---"---
.,.. 

"D~sespoir ou depassement?" in ~tudesl mars, 1950, pp. 
289-308. 

---"--- "Unite du drame hurnain dans Ie th~~tre d'aujourJ.'hui" 
in Etudes, fevrier, 1950. pp. 195-217. 

de Beauvoir, S., "L'eiX:i:atentialisme et la sazesse des nations" 
in Les Temps modernes, no. 3, decembre, 1945, pp. 385-404. 

___ " __ - "Litterature et rn~taphysique" in Les TC"lns moderncc, 
no. 7, avril, 1946, pp. 1153-63. 

" __ - Pour une morale de l' amti8't.lit~. P~lris, Gallimard, 
1947. 

Blackham, H.J., Six :8xistential rrhink8rs, London, Routled::e & Kagan 
Paul, 1952. 

Bodart, R., Dit~lor'?"Ues euroneens: De Nontaigne ~ S:~rtre, Brussels, 
Edi tion des Art is tes, 1950. 

Brook, P., The Emnty Space, London, LacGibbon 8 Kee, 1968. 

Chaigne, L., Vie et oeuvres d'ecrivains, IV, Paris, F. Lanore, 1954. 

Choron, J., La Hort et la pensee 0 ~cidentale. P.·_, ris, Payot, 1969, 
(originally published as Death and 1:1estern Thought, New York, Collier 
Books, 1963). 



- 411 -

Coffy, R., Dieu des atheea: N'rx, Sartre,Camus, Lyon, Chronique 
sociale de France, 19650 

~eledalle, G., L'~xistentiel: philosonhies et 1itt~ratures de 
l'existence, Paris, Rene Lacoste, 1949. 

Domenach, J.-M., Le Retour du trRrigue, Paris, ~ditions du Seuil, 
1967. 

Esslih, ~., The Theatre of the Absurd, London, ~yre & Spottiswoode, 
1964. 

Fou1qui€, P., L'.8xistentialisme, coIl. "Q.ue sais-je?", Paris, P.U.l<'., 
1947 (2nd. edition). 

Jeanson, F., "Situation de l'e.istentialisme" i~ L~ Ga~ette daa 
Lettres, no. 14, 15.11.1951, pp. 31-6. 

Kemp, R., La Vie du thMtre, Paris, Albin I-lichel, 1956. 

Kincston, F., French ~xistentia1ism: A Christian Critinua, Toronto, 
University of Toronto Press, 1961. 

Larthomas, P., Le Langage d"amlktigue, Paris, Armand Colin, 1972. 

Lumley, F., KeW' Trends in 20th Centur 
and Shaw, London, Barrie ~ Rockliff, 1967 

Drama: A Surve since Ibsen 
new and enlarged edition. 

1'~er1eau-Ponty, H., "La Querelle de l' existentialisme" in Les Temps 
modernes, no. 2, novembre, 1945, pp • 344-56. 

--- " -- 1La Philosophie de l' existence" in Dialoe'uB, 
no. 3, 1966, p~. 307-22. 

; 

Moeller, C., L'Homme moderne devant Ie salut, Paris, ~ditions 
Ouvrieres, 1965. 

Mounier, ~., Introduction !lUX existentialismes, Paris, Gallimard, 1962. 

Pillement, G., Anthologie du th~g.tre frn9ais.contemDorain. La 
th~atre des romanciers et des po~tes, Ill, Paris, clditions du B~li8r, 1948. 

Rideau, E., Paganisme ou Christianisme, Paris, Casterman, 1954. 

Sandier, G., Th6atre et Combat: RegBrc1s sur Ie thOhre actuel, 
Paris, Stock, 1970. 

Souriau, E., Les Deux cent mille si tuations dr'~!ilatigues, Paris, 
Filiammarion, 1950. 

Speaight, R., "PhilosoPhy in the Fr~nch Theatre Today" in The Listener, 
19th February, 1953, pp. 308-9. 

'" Touchard, P.-A., Dionysos: Apologie pour 1e theatre, Paris, ~ditions 
du Seuil, 1949 (2nd. edition). 



- 412 -

12. Other I'Torks referred to or consul ted 

, 
Alleg, H. , La r.:uestion, Paris, .c;ditions de .kinui t, 1958. 

Augustine, St. , La Cit~ de Dieu iU Oeuvres de Saint AU'~u3tin, 
5
e , 

vols. 33-7, PariS, Desclee de Brouwer, 1959-60. s·"rie, 

Aym~, H., Vogue la Wl1~re, Paris, Grasset, 1944. 

___ " __ - La Tete des autre.:;, Paris, Gr. sset, 1952. 

de Beauvoir, S., Les Bouches inutiles, Paris, Ga11imllrd, 1945. 

... -_"_- ~'l~iJloires d' une ,jeune fille r:mf"((~ , Paris, 
Ga11imard, 19580 

___ " __ - La Force de l'~i:e, Pr,ris, (.;allimard, 1960. 

" --- --- La Force des choses, Paris, Gal1imard, 1963. 

'" Beckett, S., En attendant Godot, Paris, ~ditions de Minuit, 1952. 

Bernanos, G., Dialonue d.es Camln~li tes, Paris, f;clltions du Seuil, 1949. 

Brecht, B., Plays, vo1s. 1 & 2, London, Nethuen, 1960 &; 1962. 

Camus, A., C.3.rnets (1935-1942), PariS, Gallimard, 1962. 

___ " __ - Th~atre, r"cits, nouvelles, Paris, Gallimard, biblioth~que 
de la Pl~iade, 1965. 

___ " __ - Essais, Paris, Ga1limard, biblioth~que de 1a Pl~iade, 1965. 

Chekhov, A., The Oxford Chekhov, (ed. R. Hingley), London, Oxford 
U'lliversity Press, 1964. 

C1audel, P., Th6atre, 1 & 11, Paris, Gallimard, biblioth~que de la 
Pl~iade, 19560 

;;;)eguy, ill., Les Condamn~s, Paris, PIon, 1945. 

Gide, A., Romans, r~cits et soties, Paris, Ga11imard, bibliotheque 
de la Pl~iade, 1958. 

Huxley, A ., Brave l;'EhT 'world, London, Chatto 8; ~'iindus, 1932. 

I-iau1nier, T., La r.lais'n de la nuit, Paris, Gallimard,l954o 

Orwell, G. , Niuc"teen ~ighty-Four, London, Seeker J; 'ivarbu:;g, 1949. 

Pascal, B. , Pens~es, Paris, Gal1illlard, 1964. 

Rimbaud, A. , Oeuvres coml2l~tesl Paris, Ga1limard, bi blioth~que de 
la Pleiade, 1954. 

Sa1acrou, A., Th~atre, IV, Paris, Ga11imard, 1945. 


