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Post-World War II British Drama: Theatre of the Absurd 


1. Introduction: Origin of the Theatre of the Absurd
The origins of the Theatre of the Absurd are rooted in the avant-garde experiments in art of the 1920s and 1930s. At the same time, it was undoubtedly strongly influenced by the traumatic experience of the horrors of the Second World War, which showed the total impermanence of any values, shook the validity of any conventions and highlighted the precariousness of human life and its fundamental meaninglessness and arbitrariness. The trauma of living from 1945 under threat of nuclear annihilation also seems to have been an important factor in the rise of the new theatre. The Theatre of the Absurd is a term coined by the critic Martin Esslin for the work of a number of playwrights, mostly written in the 1950s and 1960s. The term is derived from an essay by the French philosopher Albert Camus. In his “Myth of Sisyphus”, written in 1942, he first defined the human situation as basically meaningless and absurd. Most of absurdist plays share the view that man inhabits a universe with which he is out of key. Its meaning is indecipherable and his place within it is without purpose. He is bewildered, troubled and obscurely threatened.
2. British Absurdist Playwrights
The important work of postwar British drama is the Irish-born playwright Samuel Beckett’s Waiting for Godot (1952). Beckett’s tragicomic play presents characters who are clown-like vagrants repeating senseless phrases in an unending round of pointless activity. Drama critic Martin Esslin used the term “theater of the absurd” to describe postwar plays that express “bewilderment, anxiety, and wonder in the face of an inexplicable universe.” Reflecting postwar pessimism, Beckett’s plays—including Endgame and Happy Days—emphasize inaction and futility. 
The Czech-born playwright Tom Stoppard became famous with Rosencrantz and Guildenstern Are Dead, a play based on two minor characters in Hamlet. His other important works include The Real Inspector Hound (a parody of the conventions of stage thrillers) and Jumpers (a satire of academics). Stoppard displays a strong theatrical sense as well as an understanding of modern science and modern ethics. Using puns and other kinds of word play, he creates dramas that provoke and amuse.  Harold Pinter is a prolific writer who explores the mysteries and underlying meanings in everyday dialogue. His first full-length play, The Birthday Party, was followed by The Caretaker, The Homecoming, Betrayal, and numerous screenplays. Unlike Beckett, Pinter writes plays that have the appearance of Realism.

What links Harold Pinter to Beckett is his use of dialogue, which employs a variety of strategies—from the banalities of small talk to extended silences—to highlight the difficulties of communication. In 2005, Pinter won the Nobel Prize in Literature. In his Nobel lecture, he noted, “Truth in drama is forever elusive. You never quite find it but the search for it is compulsive. The search is clearly what drives the endeavor.”

3. Recurrent Themes of the Absurdist Theatre

a) Absurdity
Absurdity is the most obvious theme explored in Absurdism. Absurdity characterizes a world that no longer makes sense to its inhabitants, in which rational decisions are impossible and all action is meaningless and futile. Absurdity also describes many situations and events that take place in plays associated with the movement, such as orators who speak in gibberish (The Chairs), a clock that strikes seventeen (The Bald Soprano), or a rhinoceros that walks across the stage (Rhinocéros).

b) Cruelty and Violence
Beneath the nonsense and slapstick humour of Absurdism lurks an element of cruelty, often revealed in dialogue between characters but occasionally manifested in acts of violence. Pinter’s plays are noted for the latter. In The Room, a blind man is brutally beaten; in The Birthday Party, the celebration becomes an interrogation and eventually an abduction; and in The Dumb Waiter, a pair of assassins are involved in an apparently random murder. 
c) Domination

Several well-known absurdist works feature pairs of characters in which one is the dominator and the other the dominated. Some of these are quite literally master/servant relationships, such as in Beckett’s Endgame. Others reproduce the master/slave relationship within marriage.

d) Futility and Passivity

The futility of all human endeavour characterizes many absurdist works. For example, Beckett’s Waiting for Godot suggests that human effort is meaningless and leads to nothing in the end. Beckett’s characters are so ineffective and doomed to failure that they are unable even to commit suicide successfully despite two attempts. Their passivity, established by their interminable waiting, is even more famously illustrated by the closing scenes of both first and second acts, in which each stands rooted to his spot on the stage despite having made the decision to leave.

e) Language
The failure of language to convey meaning is an important theme in the literature of Absurdism. Language is either detached from any interpretation that can be agreed to by all characters, or it is reduced to complete gibberish. The standard philosophical discourse is mocked by the nonsensical dialogue in Waiting for Godot; although it is meaningless, it bears a strong resemblance to the structure of the real thing.
f) Loneliness and Isolation
Many absurdist works illustrate the loneliness and isolation of individuals, resulting from the nature of modern life and, in some cases, from the impossibility of effective communication between humans. 

g) Materialism

Relationships between family members are subject to the terms of profit and loss statements. For example, a woman marries a man she does not love simply because he is wealthy, and they buy a baby to complete their family. The baby dies, leaving them to mourn their financial loss rather than their emotional loss. A number of Absurdist plays are considered by critics as a critique of capitalism and materialism.

3.3 Stylistic Features of the Absurdist Theatre

a) Character
Absurdism often abandons traditional character development to offer figures who have no clear identity or distinguishing features. They may even be interchangeable, as are the supporting characters in Waiting for Godot who appear as master and servant in the first act and trade places when they return for the second act. 

b) Denouement

In conventional literature or drama, the denouement serves to tie up the loose ends of the narrative, resolving both primary and secondary plot conflicts and complications. Since so little happens in an absurdist work, the denouement has little to resolve. Thus endings tend to be repetitious, such as the nearly identical ending of both acts of Waiting for Godot. Such repetitive actions reinforce the idea that human effort is futile, which serves as a prominent theme of Absurdism.

c) Dialogue
Since the ability of language to convey meaning is called into question by Absurdism, dialogue is of special importance in absurdist works. Artificial language, empty of meaning, consisting of slogans and cliche’s, is a hallmark of the movement. Many of the texts contain dialogue that appears to be meaningless but that mimics the style of educated or sophisticated speech. Often there is a marked contradiction between speech and action, as in Waiting for Godot when the characters claim they are leaving but actually stay.

d) Plot
Absurdism at its most extreme abandons conventional notions of plot almost entirely. Beckett’s Waiting for Godot has been described as a play in which nothing happens. Its opening line is ‘‘Nothing to be done,’’ and the characters proceed to do just that—nothing. Although the characters do engage in various actions, none of those actions is connected in any meaningful way, nor do the actions develop into any sort of narrative or logical sequence of events.

c) Setting

The use of setting is one of the most unconventional stylistic features of Absurdism. Typically, an absurdist play is set in no recognizable time or place. Stage settings tend to be sparse, with lots of vacant space conveying the sense of emptiness associated with characters’ lives. An example of this could be found in Waiting for Godot’s nearly bare stage with a single spindly tree as the only prop, but the setting can also be cramped and confining, such as the claustrophobic single room of Beckett’s Endgame.

4. Conclusion

The ideas that inform the plays also dictate their structure. Absurdist playwrights, therefore, did away with most of the logical structures of traditional theatre. There is little dramatic action as conventionally understood; however frantically the characters perform, their busyness serves to underscore the fact that nothing happens to change their existence. The writers most commonly associated with Absurdism are Samuel Beckett and Harold Pinter, as well as a number of lesser-known dramatists. The avant-garde nature of absurdist writing contributed in part to its short life as a literary movement. Features of the plays that seemed completely new and mystifying to audiences in the 1950s when absurdist works first appeared, soon became not only understandable, but even commonplace and predictable. Most playwrights abandoned the absurdist style after the 1960s; however, many of the individual plays were later considered classics of European and American drama.
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