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Bérenger, the hero of Eugéne Io-
nesco’s new Play “Le Roi Se Meurt”
at the Quirino Theater, is already a
familiar figure to followers of the
Theater of the Absurd..Ionesco has
used him as the protagonist of both
“Tueur Sans Gages” and “Rhinocé-
ros” and so we would expect to
“find him as the ordinary little man
or Everyman that he was in those

| earlier plays.

Instead Bérenger here is King Be-
\genger I, absolute ruler as we sup-
Yose of a kingdom of some nine
million people. He has not one but
two queens and powers that even
permit him to tell clouds to stop
dropping rain.

But it is only facade or rather Io-
nesco’s absurdity; Bérenger is very
much the some as he always was,
a rather helpless if likeable repre-
sentative of common humanity. And
as in “Tueur Sans Gages” he is once
again facing death.

In this mplay, however, Ionesco
takes up where he left off at the

end of “The Killer.”” The first thing
that Berenger learns at the begin-
ning of the play is that he will die

at thé end of it. On the basic lex}gl-'

of “meaning” it is the playwright
trying to communicate what it feels
like to die in spite of all desire to
live. It is not a story or a devel-
opment but an intensification of
what Ionesco has called “a series of
states of consciousness.”

Bérenger is a failure when the
play begins. His kingdom has dwin-
dled away to a few thousand use-
less beings. There is nothing to
build on; the schools retain only
the mentally retarded and Mongo-
lian idiots. He no longer has power
to command, even his own body
fails him.

There is a slight clash at first
between the two queens, one the
embodiment of cold reason, the
other of creative love. But they are
really only two visible aspects of
the same woman and there is no
doubt who will win. The astrolo-
ger-doctor-executioner of the court
knows this and sides with strength.
Bérenger is going to die, no amount
of love can save him.

But as the guard begins to re-
count the achievements of his reign,
our view of Bérenger changes. He
invented neatly everything we find,
including the airplane (the guard
was his mechanic). But he also

was the ones who succeeded in split-
ing the atom

EUGENE IONESCO

More than just Everyman, Béren-
ger is also humanity itself whose
doom is foretold by cold logic in
spite of the goodness of love. And
even more in a sense (for the guard
also announces that he invented the
trees and the forests) he is in a
way God dying under the onslaught
of too mechanical logic without
leve. There is no longer any valid
reason for living as the symbolic
collapse of his kingdom shows.

It is absurd that he is dying sud-
denly like this but it is just as ab-
surd that he should go on living.
There is no argument against the
futility of life in the face of inevi-
table death and here Bérenger re-
lents far easier that he did in
“Tueur Sans Gages.”

There are wonderfully funny “ab-
surd” lines in the hour and one
half it takes Bérenger to die but
this is still -Ionesco’s most straight-
forward drama to date. The con-
clusion is announced at the begin-
ning, death, and though Bérenger
and the audience laugh at the bald-
ness of i, there is no mistake.
Step by grim step, the king sinks
into senility losing his crown, scep-
ter and sight on the way.

If the statement seems pessimis-
tic in the stating, it is mot so on
the stage. Anguish, tragedy, hope-

-lessness mingle with the comic con-

THE KING LEARNS HE MUST DIE — King Bérenger I, protagonist of Eugéne Ienesco’s mew play “Le

dition of man's existence and Io-

nesco’s humorous fantasy to create
a humane despair. Ionesco once
wrote that “nothing makes me more
pessimistic than the obligation not
to be pessimistic. I feel that every
message of despair is the statement
ol a situation from which everybody
must freely try to find a way ouf.”
In the play he doesn’t say what it
is or even if it is possible but he is
opening the eyes of the spectators
(to whom Bdérenger makes a direct
appeal) so that perhaps at least one
might be found.

The Teatro Stabile of Turin nas
staged the play marvelously wel;
indeed it seemed like a differen’
company than the one which melo-
dramatized “Les Main Sales” last
week.

Giulio Bocsetti as King Bérenger
showed himsell an actor of consi-
derable depth, visibly aging on the
stage as the power of dying took
hold of him. Vain, thoughtless, ego-
centric as Rérenger must be (being
human), Bosetti still succeeded in
making him likeable in his resem-
blance to the ordinary person.

Marina Bontigli as Queen Marga-
ret (logic) and Paola Quattrini as
Queen Mary (love) were natural

.counterparts in physical appearance

(interesting te know that love is
blonde, reason brunette) and nicely

differentiated in their opposite soft-
hard approaches to Berenger.

Franco Passato as the white-faced
executioner-doctor, Alvise Battain as
the soldier-guard and Silvana De
Santis as the nurse and maid were
consistently good in their small
parts and Miss De Sanctis pumped
a lot of her own vivacity into what
could have been a drab role.

Jose Quaglio, the Venice-born di-
rector who does most of his work
in Paris, did an excellent job of
maintaining the necessary fine line
between fantasy and reality in an
Ionesco play and in restraining the
commonest failing of the Italian
actor—overstatement. His direction
showed an appreciation of Ionesco’s
dialogue yet he kept the pace fast.

Finally a special word for set and
costume designer Emanuele Luzzatti
whose ideas really succeeded in en-
hancing the meaning of the play.
By using four revolving fluorescent
doors instead of the usual alterna-
tive, he not conly sped up the play
and gave exira beauty to the stage
but allowed the remarkably effec-
tive blackout scenes at the end to
have their fuil power.

The translation was by Gian Renzo
Marteo, the music by Giancarlo
Chiaramello and Alessandro Pinelli
was assistant director.

—KEN WLASCHIN
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Roi Se Meurt,” turns into a pathetic figure as he ‘learns he will die in one hourjand a half and none of

his court can help him.

Appearing in the production by ihe Teatro Stabile of T
in Rome are (from left) Giulio Bosetti as the doomed king, a4 Quattrl :
tain as the soldier, Marina Bonfigli as t1

Queen Margaret and Silvana De |

at the Quirino Theater,
cen Mary, Alvise Baj
the servant Juliet

José Quaglio directed and Emanuele Luzzati designed the set and costumes



