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HISTORICAL CONTEXT/LIVES 

OF THE PLAYWRIGHTS 



 Born 1905 Paris, France 

 Went to college Ecole Normale 
Superievie (1924-1929)  

 After WWII he worked as an 
independent writer.  

 His first noticed work was his first 
novel Nausea in 1938. Also The Wall 
and other Stories was revered.   

 Best known as a playwright. 

 The Flies (1943) & No Exit (1947)  

 Died April 5th, 1980 

 Awarded the Nobel Prize in 
literature in 1964 but denied to 
accept.  

JEAN-PAUL SARTRE 



 
 Born in Slatina, Romania 1909 

 Moved frequently between Romania and Paris.  

 Studied French literature at the University of  Bucharest, 

the oldest most prestigious school in Romania. (1928-1933)  

3 Major Works:  

 The Lesson (1951)  

 The Chairs (1952)  

 Rhinoceros (1959)  

 Called his plays ―Anti-plays‖ because of  the break with 

theatrical traditions of  plot and sequence.  

 Died at age 84 on  March 28th 1994  

He Won many awards including:  

 Tours Festival Prize for Film (1959) 

 Society of  Authors Theater Prize (1966)  

 Grand Prix National for Theater (1969)  

 Jerusalem Prize (1973)  

 Honorary Doctoral degrees from New York University, 

Warwick, and Tel Aviv 

 

EUGENE IONESCO 



Jean-Paul Sartre  

 The original production of  No Exit was played in Paris. It was 

a big success but critics were controversial of  Inez’s sexuality 

and did not like its unsympathetic characters and bleakness.  

 The Chips are Down: Reinforces Sartre's belief  that one must 

accept their choices and the consequences that come with 

them. 

 The Age of  Reason: Expresses Sartre’s concern on his views of  

Freedom and Existentialism.   

 His views of  Freedom were definitely molded by the affects of  

WWII.   

HISTORICAL AND SOCIAL 

CONTEXT OF THE PLAYS 



Eugene Ionesco  

The "epidemic" of  the rhinoceroses in Rhinoceros (1959) parallels to the 
mass uprising of  Nazism and fascism before and during World War II.  

Many audiences that attended Ionesco’s plays were confused by the 
untraditional plot and the absurdity of  the script. 

Like many of  Ionesco’s plays, the theme of  one of  his major works, The 
Bald Soprano (1950) is not immediately apparent. Many audiences and critics 
suggest that it expresses the absence of  meaningful communication in 
modern society. 

Exit the King was composed while Ionesco was ill and frightened of  
death. He was inspired to write the play by one of  his childhood 
obsessions, death. He believed that one should avoid being sick and live 
forever.  

The King was an attempt to make audiences accept their own death and 
to not be afraid of  it. 
 

HISTORICAL AND SOCIAL 

CONTEXT OF THE PLAYS 



 Kent Thune – The Financial Philosopher 

(October 2009)  

 ―What makes hell other people? If  other 

people are hell, what is heaven?‖ (Thune) 

 He thinks… ―Hell, therefore, is not other 

people—hell is being other people. Heaven is 

being yourself…‖  

 Do you agree?  

CRITICISM OF JEAN-PAUL SARTRE 



  Ionesco’s plays are, in one sense, without precedent. ―The world of  the 

concentration camps, as described by Rousset, was not an exceptionally 

monstrous society. What we saw there was the image, and in a certain 

sense the quintessence, of  the infernal society into which we are 

plunged every day. The nightmarish and odiously real society, already 

revealed to us by Kafka, is our real society, and it is dominated by fear, 

by that cruelly perfected form of  egoism to which fear gives rise, and 

by the absurd craving for power.‖ These are the realities which  Ionesco 

puts forward in his plays, inexhaustibly funny and diverting as they are 

for much of  their length. These and the existence among us of  an 

―ugly, pointless hatred‖ a favorite theme of   Ionesco is the 

disintegration of  everyday Man in the face of  gratuitous, irresistible 

evil.  

 John Russell (1960) 

 

CRITICISM OF EUGENE IONESCO 



 Ionesco's Plays are historically known for being psychological and coherent 

in dialogue, depicting a dehumanized world with mechanical, puppet-like 

characters.  

 He is also an infamous writer of  the absurd, just like we discussed earlier 

this unit in class when concerning Camus’s piece as well as The Tale of  

Sisyphus 

1. What do you think of  Eugene Ionesco’s Rhinoceros? Do you feel it 

portrays the aspects that Russell talks about in his review on the previous 

slide?  

2. Does Ionesco really depict a dehumanized world? Yes? No? Explain.  

3. Do you think, after reading Rhinoceros, that Ionesco is an absurd 

playwright?  

LETS TALK ABOUT IONESCO 



Although absurdist elements continue to arise in modern 
theatre, critics tend to tie the first generation of  such plays 
together as a movement in a particular time and place. 
Centered in Paris and generally concluded by 1970, the 
movement was a remarkably innovative period of  theatre 
when playwrights discomforted their audiences, dismantled 
traditions, and deconstructed their own form of  art. While 
the atrocities of  the world wars and the anxiety of  the Cold 
War have been fading in Western memory, the issues of  
understanding and meaning that humans face are no less 
critical. 

WHAT THE AUDIENCE THOUGHT 



 Many directors have stayed true 
to the themes that both Sartre 
and Ionesco have portrayed in 
their plays, yet the productions 
themselves have morphed into all 
different kinds of  productions.  

Rhinoceros:  

 1974 movie starring Zero Mostel, 
Gene Wilder, Karen Black 

 Zero Mostel's Rhino 

 Minotaur Theatre Company’s 
(Student Productions)  

No Exit: 

 Guerilla Opera reprises No Exit 
(2013)  

 No Exit an Interactive Play (2009) 
 

RECENT PRODUCTIONS 



ARE YOU AN EXISTENTIALIST? 




