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			Eugène Ionesco

			French playwright

			
					Born in Slatina (Romania) in 1909

					Died in Paris in 1994

					Notable works:	The Bald Soprano (1950), play

	The Lesson (1951), play

	Exit the King (1962), play




			

			Born to a Romanian father and a French mother, Eugène Ionesco (1909-1994) arrived in France a year after his birth and became a French citizen in 1951. His theatrical works (The Bald Soprano, 1950; The Lesson, 1951; The Chairs, 1952, etc.) made their mark in the world of literature: today he is considered to be one of the most performed French playwrights in the world. Anxious to be understood, he also left many commentaries on his work (Notes and Counter Notes, 1962; Fragments of a Journal, 1967, etc.). He was elected a member of the French Academy in 1970.

			Ionesco was the leader of the Theatre of the Absurd, a new theatrical genre that appeared in the aftermath of the Second World War and shook up the rules of classical theater. 

		


		
			Rhinoceros

			An original anti-utopia

			
					Genre: Play

					Reference edition: Ionesco, E. (1994) Rhinoceros and other plays. Grove Press: New York.

					First edition: 1959

					Themes: metamorphosis, totalitarianism, conformism, willpower, fighting

			

			Rhinoceros is a play that was published in 1959 and performed for the first time that same year. It depicts a strange epidemic, ‘rhinoceritis’, whereby the inhabitants of a small town are transformed into rhinoceroses. Mixing comedy and tragedy, this play shows the dangers of conformism, which destroys individual thinking and promotes the development of totalitarian ideologies. Today the story is a world-renowned classic in anti-totalitarian literature, much like The Plague by Camus (French writer, 1913-1960) or 1984 by George Orwell (British writer, 1903-1950).

		


		
			Summary

			Jean and Berenger stop at a café for a drink in the main square of a small town. Jean, a pretentious bourgeois, berates Berenger for his sloppiness; his hair is unkempt, he does not wear a tie, his suit is creased and he had once again been drinking heavily the night before. More generally, Jean criticizes Berenger’s lack of willpower, without understanding the discontent that lies behind his behavior. When Daisy, Berenger’s co-worker, arrives, Berenger hides because he has feelings for her and doesn’t want her to see him in such a state. He confides in Jean that he has no interest in doing anything anymore and he feels weighed-down. Only alcohol relieves him. Jean then tells his friend to take charge of his life. For him, everything is a question of will and one should take advantage of free time to educate oneself. But, when Berenger states that he is willing to go to the museum in the afternoon and to the theater that same evening, Jean refuses to accompany him, saying that he takes a nap in the afternoon (‘It’s in my program for the day’, Act One) and in the evening, he is invited to a party (‘I’ve promised to go, I always keep my word’, Act One).

			At that moment, a rhinoceros passes by the café. Jean, the waitress and owner of the café, and the greengrocers opposite, are stunned. It is only Berenger that doesn’t see anything out of the ordinary. Then a second rhinoceros walks past. The episode has the same effect: the astonishment of Jean and the other people in the square, and indifference from Berenger. A great debate breaks out. Was it the same rhinoceros that passed by the first time? Did it have one or two horns? Is it an African or Asiatic rhinoceros? Berenger and Jean argue, and Jean ends up leaving. The logician arrives to clear up the problem, but nothing is resolved (‘The problem is correctly posed’, Act One).

			At work, Berenger’s colleagues enter into a major debate. Daisy states having seen a rhinoceros and a newspaper article proves her statement, but Botard doesn’t believe it. Berenger, not knowing whether the rhinoceros had one or two horns, once again appears as a drunkard. They then discover that a rhinoceros is at the entrance and is destroying the staircase. The rhinoceros is Mr. Boeuf, one of their colleagues. His wife rides home on his back. As they are no longer able to go down the stairs, Daisy calls the fire brigade, but they are overwhelmed with work: no less than seventeen rhinoceroses have been seen, compared to seven that morning. Despite these events, Botard still does not believe it. He claims to have the answer to the mystery and knows who the traitors are. The firefighters arrive and get the employees out one by one through the window.

			When Berenger goes to Jean’s house to apologize for their argument the previous day, he finds him in bed. He isn’t feeling well, but is convinced that it is impossible that he should be ill: he comes from a long line of healthy family members, is in full health and does not need to see a doctor. Gradually, he turns green, his arguments become more animalistic (‘I must go and buy some food’; ‘[Men] had better keep out of my way, or I’ll run then down’, Act Two) and a bump appears on his forehead: he transforms into a rhinoceros and Berenger leaves the apartment. All the other residents of the building have also turned into rhinoceroses and he can see a herd of them in the street.

			Berenger goes home and Dudard, a co-worker, comes to visit him. Berenger is in shock following Jean’s transformation. He is very afraid of contagion. He tries to convince himself that with will, he can remain a human. Dudard, on the other hand, puts things into perspective: for him, this is simply a rhinoceritis epidemic, which is completely natural. He tells how their bosses, Mr. Papillon and Mr. Botard (though skeptical about the rhinoceritis epidemic) transformed as well. Daisy arrives to comfort Berenger. The phone rings: rhinoceros sounds are heard on the other end of the phone. The radio plays nothing but animal noises. The town stores have been ransacked or are ‘Closed on account of transformation’ (Act Two). Visibly attracted to the rhinoceroses and not wanting to disturb Berenger and Daisy, Dudard goes and transforms into a rhinoceros too.

			Berenger and Daisy, the only two left, fall in love. However, they feel like they have been married for twenty-five years within only five minutes: their relationship unravels and Daisy finally leaves, also attracted by the rhinoceroses. Berenger is left alone looking into a mirror (‘Men aren’t so bad-looking, you know!’): he is the last human and is determined to fight until the end.

		


		
			Character Study

			Berenger

			He represents the average man. As an office clerk, he leads a monotonous life, without many distractions. He suffers from a certain uneasiness (‘I feel out of place in life […] I can’t seem to get used to myself’, Act One). Shy and short of self-confidence, he doesn’t dare to confess his feelings for his colleague Daisy, and he seems to be more shaken by her arrival than the appearance of the rhinoceros. A dreamer, or even apathetic, he neglects his appearance. His resistance to the temptation of rhinoceritis is instinctive, more out of loneliness than solidarity. He is effectively an anti-hero: his final monologue (‘I’m not capitulating!’, Act Three) is an attempt to defy the monsters, making him a reluctant hero.

			In addition to Rhinoceros, Berenger’s character appears in three other plays by Ionesco: The Killer (1959), Exit the King (1962) and Stroll in the Air (1963).

			Jean

			Jean is a neat and elegant man. As a very pretentious bourgeois, he shows no leniency towards his friend and is very hard on him (‘I feel ashamed to be your friend’, Act One) and does not hesitate to lecture him. He claims to have all the answers. This uncompromising and fierce character, who is borderline aggressive, was always destined to turn into a rhinoceros.

			Botard

			This character represents the unequivocal clichés of totalitarian propaganda: he is constantly angry, speaks in innuendos and contradicts himself, sometimes all in the same sentence. He boasts about having a methodical mind and being anti-racist and

			Dudard

			
			Daisy

			
			The Logician
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