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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, man is born into the world without a purpose,
         and he must commit himself to a cause for his life to have meaning.
      

      
      Born in Romania in 1912, Ionesco spent his childhood in Paris until the family returned to its homeland. Ionesco developed
         a hatred for Romanian'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 have
         displaced the significance of love and humanity onto work. In the character of Berenger, a semi-autobiographical persona who
         figures in several of his 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. The Chairs premiered in 1952 but was overshadowed that year by Beckett's Waiting for Godot, which infused its similar themes—repetition, boredom, loss of memory—with a greater sense of comedy and empathy.
      

      
      Ionesco wrote more plays in the 50s, but it was not until Rhinoceros, first produced in 1960, that he received global attention. Absurdity and purposelessness frames the play, a study in a single
         man's transformation from apathy to responsibility as the world around him descends into violence and greater levels of absurdity.
         He called it an anti-Nazi work, and it was performed just long enough after WWII for tensions to settle down, but not so long
         that fascism was forgotten; its debut had a reported fifty curtain calls in Germany. This is understandable, as the play demonstrates
         how anyone can fall victim to collective, unconscious thought by letting their wills 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
         realistically the Holocaust 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 or The Chairs. His work has influenced playwrights as diverse as Harold Pinter and Sam Shepard. He died in 1994, but his plays are still
         performed across the world, testaments to the timelessness of Absurdism's questions and techniques.
      

      
   
      
      Plot Overview

      
      An Old Man and an Old Woman in their 90s, hereafter referred to as "man" and "woman," are on a semicircular stage in dim light.
         The man looks out the window, up on a stool. The woman tells him to close the window. She says she gets dizzy from being on
         their island house. She drags him over to the chairs and he sits down on her lap. She praises his intellect, and said he could
         have had a powerful occupation, if he had any ambition. He scoffs at this and complains of boredom.
      

      
      The woman asks the man to tell the story that begins "Then at last we arrived," but he has told it to her and performed imitations
         every night of the seventy- five years they have been married. She says she takes a dose of salt each night to erase her memory
         of the story. He tells the story and they repeat phrases from the story until their laughter dies down.
      

      
      The man cannot recall what came after Paris. Though he admits he has difficulty expressing himself, he feels he must "tell
         it all." He says he has hired a professional Orator who will speak in his name. Hidden from view, they introduce themselves
         to the guest and help her put away her coat, then re-enter, leaving space for an invisible Lady. They carry on a casual conversation
         with her and the woman tells the Lady to sit on one of the chairs present, and she sits at the other one.
      

      
      The doorbell rings. The man tells the woman to get another chair, and he opens one door while she hobbles toward a concealed
         door. He formally and nervously greets an invisible Colonel. The doorbell rings and the man goes to answer it. The woman leaves
         to find a chair while the man greets Belle, an elderly friend of his who was once beautiful, and her husband, a Photo-engraver.
         The woman gets another chair. He introduces the new guests to the others. The light brightens, and it continues to do so as
         more guests arrive. The woman flirts and makes sexual gestures to the photo-engraver. The man reminisces with Belle about
         their romantic youth, and how they could have been happy together.
      

      
      The man and woman sit on opposite ends of the chairs and listen to the conversations. The woman discusses their one son who
         left them when he was seven. The man says they never had a child. The doorbell rings and the man lets in a handful of newspapermen
         while his wife gets more chairs. He introduces the other guests to the newspapermen, there to hear the Orator. He says the
         Orator will soon speak on his behalf about a system he's perfected.
      

      
      There's a loud noise and the main door opens. A powerful light floods in, and the invisible Emperor stands there. The man
         and woman show their respects, introduce the Emperor to the crowd, and stand up on the stools to get a better look at him.
         The Orator, a real person, enters through the main door. He glides along the wall to the center door, bows to the Emperor,
         and mounts the dais. He signs invisible autographs.
      

      
      The man introduces himself and thanks the crowd for coming, and thanks the Orator and everyone else involved with the evening.
         He says he and his wife can die happily now that his message will be communicated and he can make his philosophy known to
         the universe. He says he and his wife must die after years of aiding humanity. The man and woman throw themselves out the
         window. The Orator addresses the crowd, and makes it clear that he is deaf and dumb. He mumbles some unintelligible sounds,
         then gives up and writes several nonsense words on the blackboard. When he does not get the reaction he was hoping for, he
         leaves through the main door.
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