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      Context

      
      Eugène Ionesco was one of the major figures in the Theatre of the Absurd, the French dramatic movement of the 1940s and 50s
         that emphasized the absurdity of the modern condition as defined by existential thinkers like Jean-Paul Sartre. The existentialists
         followed Soren Kierkegaard's dictum that "existence precedes essence"—that is, that man is born into the world without a purpose,
         and that he must commit himself to a cause for his life to have meaning. Absurdity and purposelessness frames Rhinoceros, which is a study of a single man's transformation, from apathy to responsibility, as the world around him descends into violence
         and greater levels of absurdity.
      

      
      Born in Romania in 1912, Ionesco spent his childhood in Paris until his family returned to its homeland. Ionesco quickly developed
         a hatred for Romania's conservatism and anti-Semitism and, after winning an academic scholarship, returned to France in 1938
         to write a thesis. There, he met anti-establishment writers such as Raymond Queneau. He lived in Marseille during World War
         II. His first play, The Bald Soprano (1950), a one-act piece that borrowed its phrasing from English language-instruction books, garnered little public attention
         but earned Ionesco respect among the Parisian avant-garde and helped inspire the Theatre of the Absurd.
      

      
      Spearheaded by Samuel Beckett and other dramatists living in Paris, the Theatre of the Absurd emphasized the absurdity of
         a world that could not be explained by logic. The Absurdists' other major themes focused on alienation, the specter of death,
         and the bourgeois mores that, they felt, had displaced the significance of love and humanity in exchange for a diligent work
         ethic. In the character of Berenger, a semi-autobiographical persona who figures in several of Ionesco's plays, Ionesco portrays
         the modern man trapped in an office, engaged in shallow relationships, and escaping with alcohol from a world he does not
         understand. Yet this is all presented in the Theatre of the Absurd's characteristic morbid wit, an often self-conscious, comic
         sensibility that makes us laugh at the most horrific ideas—death, alienation, evil—in an effort to understand them.
      

      
      Ionesco wrote a number of plays in the 50s, but it was not until Rhinoceros (first produced in 1960) that he received global attention. He called the play an anti-Nazi work, and it was performed just
         long enough after World War II for tensions to have settled down, but not so long that the almost visceral fear associated
         with fascism had dissipated. The debut of Rhinoceros had a reported fifty curtain calls in Germany. This is understandable; the play demonstrates how anyone can fall victim to
         collective, unconscious thought by allowing their wills to be manipulated by others. Walter Benjamin stated that one could
         not write poetry after the Holocaust, and though others have since refuted this as hyperbole, the world was indisputably damaged
         beyond repair and left searching for answers. Ionesco skirted the problem of trying to represent the Holocaust realistically
         by dressing his play in heavy but apparent symbolism. Through this indirect path, achievable only through the untamed techniques
         of the Theatre of the Absurd, he comes closer to answering the unanswerable questions left in the wake of fascist brutality.
      

      
      Ionesco remained a prolific writer until the early 1980s, although none of his works, dramatic or critical, ever reached the
         same heights of tragedy and comprehension as Rhinoceros. His work has influenced playwrights as diverse as Harold Pinter and Sam Shepard. He died in 1994, but Rhinoceros is still performed across the world as a reminder of the human capacity for evil—when men consciously want to do evil, and,
         more frighteningly, when they unconsciously desire it.
      

      
   
      
      Plot Overview

      
      Rhinoceros begins in a small town square where Jean, an efficient, refined young man, meets his semi-alcoholic and fully apathetic friend,
         Berenger, for a drink. Jean upbraids Berenger for his drinking habits and his aimlessness. Soon, a rhinoceros runs through
         the square (off-stage), shocking all the townspeople with the exception of the indifferent Berenger. Jean lectures Berenger
         about will-power while a rational Logician explains the concept of a syllogism to an old man. Berenger concedes that he has
         a crush on Daisy, a typist at his office, but worries that she favors Dudard, an up-and-coming co-worker. Jean recommends
         will-power and cultural self- improvement to garner Daisy's affections, and to improve his life in general. Another rhino
         rushes by and tramples a cat. The townspeople debate whether or not it was the same rhino and what breed it was. Berenger
         and Jean get in a fight over the physical specifics of the rhino, and Jean storms off after calling Berenger a drunkard. The
         townspeople ask the Logician to clear up confusion, but his lengthy analysis makes no progress. The townspeople vow to stop
         the rhinos. Berenger expresses remorse for fighting with Jean, then says he's too upset to culture himself as planned and
         instead drinks.
      

      
      In Berenger's office, the co-workers argue with Botard, an old skeptic who doesn't believe in the rhinos. Berenger arrives
         late, but Daisy sneaks him in. The employees ask Berenger if he saw the rhino. Botard claims the illusory appearance of the
         rhino is an example of "collective psychosis." They return to work, proof-reading law proposals, and wonder where co-worker
         Mr. Boeuf is. Mrs. Boeuf rushes in and says her husband is sick and will be back in a few days. She tells them that she was
         just chased by a rhino, which is now downstairs. The rhino crushes the staircase it tries to ascend, stranding the workers.
         Mrs. Boeuf recognizes the rhino as her husband. Daisy telephones the fire station to rescue them. The men give Mrs. Boeuf
         practical advice for dealing with this setback, but she is too devoted to her rhino-husband and vows to stay with him. She
         jumps down to the ground floor and (off-stage) rides off on his back. More rhinos are reported in the town. The firemen arrive
         to help them out the window. Botard vows he'll solve the rhino-riddle. Berenger passes on an offer to drink with Dudard so
         he can visit Jean.
      

      
      Jean coughs in bed at home. Berenger visits and apologizes for their argument the previous day. At first, Jean has no recollection
         at all about the rhinoceroses. Jean's voice grows more hoarse, a bump on his nose continues to grow, and his skin gets greener
         by the moment. He becomes more misanthropic and savage. Berenger informs him of Mr. Boeuf's transformation, which Jean applauds.
         He moves in and out of the bathroom, each time appearing and sounding more like a rhino. He pronounces humanism dead, sheds
         his itchy clothes, tries to run down Berenger, apologizes, and runs into the bathroom. Berenger is about to escape, but follows
         Jean into the bathroom to help him. Off-stage in the bathroom, Jean attacks Berenger. Berenger escapes and closes the bathroom
         door behind him (but is pierced by a rhino horn) as Jean, now a full-blown rhino, tries to break free. Berenger alerts the
         tenants in the building to the rhino's presence in the building, but everyone else has transformed as well. Berenger looks
         out the window, where a herd of rhinos march. The bathroom door is on the verge of breaking. Berenger throws himself against
         the wall and breaks through it. He runs through the street, yelling "Rhinoceros!"
      

      
      Berenger wakes up from a nightmare in his room and inspects himself for any impending rhino-signs. Still human, he struggles
         not to drink, but eventually does. Dudard visits and they discuss Jean's transformation, which Berenger feels guilty about.
         They discuss the metamorphoses as an epidemic. Berenger takes another drink, under the premise that alcohol is an immunization.
         Dudard urges Berenger not to feel too guilty. Dudard reveals that Papillon, their boss, has turned into a rhinoceros. Berenger
         believes that for a man of Papillon's human stature to change, it must have been involuntary. Dudard considers the metamorphoses
         natural, while Berenger continues to find them abnormal. The flustered Berenger says he will seek the Logician's services
         in clearing this up. A herd of rhinos passes and Berenger spots the Logician's hat on a rhinoceros, a sign of metamorphosis,
         and vows not to become one as well.
      

      
      Daisy visits Berenger, which makes Dudard jealous. Daisy appears not to care too deeply about the epidemic. She informs them
         that Botard has metamorphosed. Berenger can't believe it, but then later rationalizes it. Daisy and Dudard iterate that acclimating
         oneself to the rhinos is the best solution, but Berenger resists. They start to have lunch, but are interrupted by a crumbling
         wall outside. The fire station has been sacked, and the firemen have turned into rhinos. Dudard leaves; he wants to experience
         the epidemic first-hand. Berenger tries to stop him, but Daisy lets him go. Dudard soon turns into a rhino outside. The sights
         and sounds of the rhinos become more beautiful despite their savagery. Berenger laments Dudard's demise, and Daisy reminds
         Berenger that they have no right to interfere in other's lives. She pours some brandy for Berenger and removes his bandage—still
         no signs of a transformation. Berenger claims he will defend her. He blames himself and Daisy for contributing, through lack
         of sympathy, to the transformations of Jean and Papillon, respectively. Daisy convinces him to shrug off the guilt. The phone
         rings, but they hear only rhino trumpeting on the line. They turn to the radio for help, but the rhinos have taken that over,
         as well.
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