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			Yasmina Reza

			French playwright and novelist

			
					Born in Paris in 1959

					Notable works:	Conversations After a Burial (1987), play

	‘Art’ (1994), play

	Desolation (1999), novel




			

			Born in 1959 in Paris to a Russian-Iranian father and a Hungarian mother, Yasmina Reza is now the most performed contemporary French playwright in the world. Passionate about theater, and after graduating with a degree in sociology and theatrical studies, she wrote her first play, Conversations After a Burial, which earned her the Molière award for best author in 1987. However, it was particularly thanks to ‘Art’ that she became well known in 1994.

			She is also the author of three novels, including Desolation (1999), two autobiographical texts and a narrative report on the electoral campaign of Nicolas Sarkozy in 2007, L’aube, le soir ou la nuit. Reza is also an actress and a director of theater and cinema.

		


		
			‘Art’

			Confronting contemporary art

			
					Genre: play

					Reference edition: Reza, Y. (2005) ‘Art’. Paris: Magnard.1

					First edition: 1994

					Themes: contemporary art, criticism, friendship

			

			‘Art’ was performed for the first time in 1994 at the Théâtre des Champs-Élysées, with Fabrice Luchini, Pierre Arditi and Pierre Vaneck in a stage production by Patrice Kerbrat. It is the most impersonal play of Yasmina Reza’s work. Since its creation, the comedy has been a triumphant success with the public. Translated into thirty different languages, it has been performed in almost 57 countries and has received prestigious awards both in France (two Molière awards) and abroad (Tony Award for Best Play in 1998).

			

			
				
					1 Quotes taken from the reference edition have been translated by BrightSummaries.com.

				

			

		


		
			Summary

			The action of the play, composed of seventeen sections, is set in three identical areas, the apartments of the three characters, distinguished by the presence of the ‘Antrios’, a supposed artistic masterpiece, in Serge’s home, of a ‘figurative painting of a Carcassonne landscape as seen from a window’ in Mark’s home and the ‘Crust’ in Yvan’s home.

			A controversial purchase

			Three friends, who have been inseparable for over fifteen years, see their friendship shaken when Serge acquires a white painting for a high price: the ‘Antrios’.

			Proud of his purchase and awaiting their approval, Serge wants to highlight the value of the ‘Antrios’. But, to his surprise, Mark doesn’t see the connection between the aesthetic quality of the painting and its market value, considering it to be an absurd purchase and openly criticizing his friend’s artistic knowledge. In the absence of a ‘shared knowledge’ of contemporary art, communication between the two men is tense: they are in a bind. Marc then decides to turn to Yvan, a mutual friend.

			Yvan’s opinion

			Yvan’s entrance is a turning point in the plot. On his way home, Marc tries to get his friend to agree with his point of view. However, contrary to what he expected, Yvan only serves to heighten the tension instead of encouraging dialogue and settling the misunderstanding. Characterized by his unstable social situation, his lack of intellectual pretensions and especially by the fragility of his character, Yvan initially allows himself to be caught by Marc.

			However, he eventually retracts and then seeks to settle the conflict, tactlessly playing mediator. Plagued by curiosity, he visits Serge to see the painting and pretends to be impressed by his friend’s acquisition. This attitude later earns him Marc’s disapproval, which only accentuates Yvan’s uneasiness about his status as arbitrator trying to promote dialogue between the two friends.

			While Serge ponders his disappointment in Marc’s attitude, Marc tries to take a step back from his own position. Meanwhile, Yvan simulates a dialogue with his mother. When Serge and Marc wait for Yvan to go to the movies before going to dinner at a restaurant, they take different positions from the beginning of the play. Indeed, while Marc changes his attitude and shows restraint, Serge is more aggressive and guides the conversation to a book by Seneca, which then becomes a new source of disagreement between the two friends. Yvan’s absence is also a source of frustration: his delay indeed robs the two other protagonists of a witness, before whom they can put on a show. 

			The dispute

			Then comes the peak of the drama. First, Yvan finally enters the scene. Wanting to justify his delay, he launches into a long logorrhea (flow of useless words). Confused and sprawling, full of mini-stories bringing together disparate facts and personal characters (his fiancée, his stepmother, his own mother, etc.), his story is a kind of mini-drama within the drama. Having become the target of taunts from his friend, Yvan tries to divert their attention by focusing on the exchange of the ‘Antrios’.

			After Yvan leaves, the relationship between Serge and Marc calms down for a while. But the unexpected return of Yvan re-launches the action. Yvan is attacked by his two friends until Serge decides to leave the scene, further aggravating the situation. When Serge mentions Paula, Marc’s friend, the discussion degenerates for good and, when Marc loses his temper and “jumps on Serge”, “Yvan rushes to intervene”: he gets hit. 

			Reconciliation

			Finally, after a discussion on friendship, the misunderstandings dissipate and the two friends are brought closer together, at the expense of Yvan, who, having failed in his role as a mediator, is rejected. To prove his loyalty, Serge pretends to sacrifice his painting, the subject of the disagreement, by asking Marc to draw on it: the desecration of the painting represents the cohesion of the group and the triumph of friendship. The tasks are divided: Serge is the author of the initiative, Yvan, who is no longer rejected, provides the tool (the pen), and Marc is responsible for the execution. Words, which seem inadequate and powerless, gradually give way to gestures.

			The epilogue sees the group trying to restore the painting. This action is accompanied by three monologues from the different protagonists: these three statements, each with different tones, give an account of the restoration of the pact of friendship made between the three characters.

		


		
			Character study

			The play involves three male characters who are symbolically differentiated by the presence of three paintings, the expression of three approaches to reality: with his nondescript painting, Marc is halfway between the eccentricity of Serge, who seeks to impress his friends with the ‘Antrios’, and the emotional character of Yvan embodied by the ‘Crust’, an object that reminds him of his father and has, therefore, an emotional value.

			Marc

			Marc is an engineer and lives with Paula. He is the only one who actually evolves in the play. At the beginning of the comedy, he is seen criticizing his friend in the name of reason and common sense. In the end, he converts to the irrational by looking at the painting differently and by interpreting the pictorial work poetically.

			Serge

			Serge is a dermatologist. He is divorced and has one child. A lover of modern art, he tries to be “a man of his time” (p. 228). He follows the intellectual movements of his time and displays a great curiosity and knowledge of artistic and literary culture.

			Yvan

			Yvan is employed at the stationery store belonging to his future in-laws, he is engaged to Catherine and is planning the wedding. Peaceful and consensual, he avoids conflict. Yet, he is often shown in an uncomfortable position, caught between a rock and a hard place (unwillingly playing the mediator, both between his mother and his future wife and between his two friends), he is unable to judge. His precarious economic situation and psychological fragility (he attends

			The ‘Antrios’
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