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A STAGED PRODUCTION OF EUGENE IONESCO’S THE CHAIRS 

Tara Adelizzi 

University of Pittsburgh, 2008
 

  

The subject of this thesis is a theatrical production of the one-act play, The Chairs, written by 

Eugene Ionesco, particularly focusing on the artistic position of the director.  The director is the 

artistic leader of the play, and the material of the thesis deals with all aspects of launching a 

successful production from the director’s perspective.  This includes appropriate research for 

sufficient knowledge of the script, collaboration with other theatre artists in fully realizing the 

production, and rehearsal with actors in bringing the play to life.  The final part of the directorial 

process includes an evaluation of the play’s success.   
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1.0  INTRODUCTION 

As the world is incomprehensible to me,  

I am waiting for someone to explain it. ~ Eugene Ionesco, Notes and Counter Notes 

 

As an aspiring young director, I always have a creative “project” floating around in the back of 

mind.  It comes from the plays I read.  Sometimes when I get the right script in my hand, my 

mind starts filling up with tons of ideas.  This would make a good play.  I could do this.   As a 

director who is still learning and growing, getting the chance to bring one of my own, fully 

realized plays to life was an amazing experience. 

After being given the opportunity to produce a drama of my own choosing, the hardest 

part was finding the right play to suit the production circumstances of a university lab show.  

That was the biggest challenge I faced in choosing Eugene Ionesco’s The Chairs as the subject 

matter for my thesis in partial fulfillment of the Honor’s College Bachelor of Philosophy degree; 

a script that would challenge me on an academic and directorial level, one that would be 

achievable over a three-week rehearsal period and with minimal production support, and of 

course, one that I absolutely adored. 

I can’t really explain what happened to me the first time I read Samuel Beckett’s Waiting 

for Godot as a simple homework assignment for my Introduction to Theatre Arts course in my 

freshman year of college.  I knew I had discovered something that I loved to read, something that 
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was beautiful and phenomenal on the page.  But I don’t think I quite understood the entire 

picture, the full nature of the beast I was falling in love with; what theatre scholar Martin Esslin 

had defined as the Theatre of the Absurd (in his book of that same title).   

So that became my starting point.  Here was an opportunity to direct something that 

would be challenging for an undergraduate student, something extremely stylized and different 

than the average piece of realistic theatre.  Here was an opportunity to look that Absurd monster 

right in the face and wrestle with it.  Here was an opportunity to be scholarly about something 

that I truly loved.   

I discovered Eugene Ionesco’s The Chairs during the research component for the non-

realistic section of my Directing II course last spring.  The similarities to Beckett’s technical 

approaches in Godot and Endgame (my only exposure to Esslin’s collection of playwrights at the 

time) amazed me:  the double-act vaudevillian characters, the desolate space, the uncertainty of 

time and place in relation to our own world… and yet, there were differences too.  The stakes felt 

higher to me because the characters in this world actually choose suicide, as opposed to Didi and 

Gogo who merely attempt it, or never leave the place where they are located even after they 

resolve to do so.  Instead of forever and continuously existing in my mind as Hamm and Clov or 

Didi and Gogo do, the Old Man and the Old Woman of The Chairs were characters of birth and 

death each time I encountered them on the page; a melancholy story of life’s sad cycle revisited 

each time in the reading.  It was also just as complex and dense as the two acts of Waiting for 

Godot in a significantly shorter space. 

The final factor in choosing this piece as the subject matter for my Bachelor of 

Philosophy thesis was the sheer excitement of rising to the challenge of such a notoriously 

difficult script.  Martin Esslin describes the play as a “tour de force” for all artists involved in 
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launching a production (Esslin 151).  The script had so much to offer in terms of experience and 

professional growth for the actors playing the Old Man and Old Woman.  It was undoubtedly a 

script that called for the sharp and persistent eye of an informed director if a cohesive production 

was to be staged. 

The majority of my research for the thesis concerned textual analysis of the script, 

Eugene Ionesco’s life and canon of work, and specific production history of The Chairs.  These 

findings were then used to inform the artistic and conceptual choices for my own production.  

The written portion of the thesis also explores the post-production experience in the form of an 

evaluation of the production’s successes and shortcomings. 

My greatest anticipation for The Chairs was the extreme degree of absurdity suggested in 

the script (through invisible characters, extreme gesture and pantomime to create the effect of an 

entirely crowded room with only two actors onstage, old characters required to do acts of 

physicality impossible given their prescribed age, etc.).  In response to Ionesco’s stylized 

writing, it was my wish to have this idea of “the absurd” inform all aspects of staging the 

production. 

Eugene Ionesco’s The Chairs was a mountain-of-a-production to launch, but the 

experience was well worth the proportion of the task.  I feel I am stronger in my ability to work 

and communicate with actors, and am confident that I can someday establish my career as an 

informed and risk-taking director. 
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2.0  THE CHAIRS ~ PRE-PRODUCTION 

I organize myself.  I am the self that organizes myself thus, arranging the same materials 

in a unique pattern. ~ Eugene Ionesco, Fragments of a Journal 

 
The “preproduction” phase can be an extremely important tool to the directorial process and 

never before had I so completely committed myself to this important step.  When dealing with 

realistic plays it is often easy to only scratch the surface of this preparatory work, as the 

characteristics of realism are more readily understandable than stylized drama.  This can be said 

from the experience of directing my first lab show, The Death of Bessie Smith, written by 

Edward Albee.  My preproduction work was mostly spent on reading the script rather than 

becoming deeply entrenched with production history.  When I reflect on the foundation that my 

preproduction research provided for The Chairs’ rehearsal process, it’s hard to see myself ever 

falling back into that “young” director habit. 

After simply reading Ionesco’s script several times (thereby becoming acquainted with 

my own artistic response and eliminating any possibility of outside influences besides that of the 

playwright), I moved into the process of preproduction.  Preproduction could otherwise be titled 

“research” as it is a look at anything historically significant concerning Ionesco’s life as a 

playwright, his canon of work, the history of The Chairs itself, or general theatre history during 

Ionesco’s lifetime.  It was my intention to help inform the production choices that I made 

through exploring the following areas of research. 
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2.1 BIOGRAPHICAL RESEARCH ON EUGENE IONESCO  

Eugene Ionesco was born on November 26th, 1909 in Slatina, Romania.  Son of French woman, 

Thérèse Ipcar, and Romanian, Eugen Ionescu, he also had two siblings, a sister and a brother.  

When Ionesco was two his younger sister Marilina was born, and the family moved to Paris.  

Shortly following, just 18 months after the birth of his younger brother, Mirceau, the child died.  

Ionesco realized death and mortality at a very young age, and this subject would remain a 

continual thematic reference point throughout all of his writing; especially apparent in the 

conclusion of The Chairs (Lane 1). 

The Ionesco family fought constantly and moved often while residing in the city of Paris, 

suggesting a turbulent and unfixed childhood for Eugene.  In the midst of an otherwise unsettling 

youth, Ionesco took great pleasure in the Punch and Judy shows along the streets of the city.  In 

his article “Experience in the Theatre” Ionesco recounts these puppets with a sincere clarity.  He 

describes it as “the spectacle of the world itself… presented itself to me in an infinitely 

simplified and caricatured form, as if to underline its grotesque and brutal truth” (Gussow 1).  It 

is no surprise that characters very similar to these simple puppets appear in the complex and 

aggressive plays of his later life’s work.  

It was in 1916 that Ionesco’s father left the family in Paris under the pretense of returning 

to Romania for military service.  As time passed, his mother came to believe Eugen dead from 

service in arms.  Instead, the father spent his time in Romania studying law.  Unknown to 

Ionesco’s mother, Eugen divorced his wife on grounds of desertion, and remarried.   

During a two-year period between 1917 and 1919 Ionesco and his sister studied at a 

boarding school in La Chapelle-Antheraise, a small village southwest of Paris.  This short time 

was perhaps an oasis in the middle of an otherwise lonely childhood spent drifting about between 
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children’s homes and different flats in Paris with his mother.  When he left the school at age 

eleven, he began writing journals, scripts, and poetry.  “The unhappy young boy felt that the 

streets of Paris had become a prison, and he found some consolation for the first time in 

literature” (Lane 2).   

It was in 1922 that Ionesco’s father received custody of the children, forcing both Eugene 

and Marilina to move back to Romania.  Marilina was eventually allowed to move back to Paris, 

but Ionesco remained in his father’s country, a place that was both foreign and isolated to him.  

“He was something of an outcast in his new family, taking his meals alone in his room.  

Furthermore, he had to learn a new language, and this experience has left its traces in his work in 

the form of a certain hostility to and estrangement from language itself” (Lane 2).   

This difficult period of his life formed another hallmark theme resonant in Ionesco’s 

work:  the opposition to authority figures.  Though born in Romania, Ionesco considered French, 

the spoken word of his mother’s country, to be his native language.  Identity with his mother’s 

country, resentment about the injustice acted upon her through the divorce, and the usurping of 

her children caused Ionesco to have a conflicted and troubled relationship with his father.  He 

perceived him as a bigot and an opportunist, and throughout his dramatic career this opposition 

to paternal figures and authoritative powers would manifest in his plays.  Primal maternal desires 

are made very clear within the first few pages of the Old Man’s dialogue in The Chairs and the 

character of the Majesty certainly portrays a certain anxiety about pleasing and submitting to 

authority figures:  “He could have been, he too, Your Majesty, like so many others, a head editor, 

a head actor, a head doctor, Your Majesty, a head king…” (Old Woman, The Chairs 151).  

Ionesco stopped living with his father in 1926.  It was only four years after his father had been 

 6 



granted custody and two years before he graduated secondary school, but these years were 

perhaps the most influential to his writing. 

In 1934 Eugene Ionesco received a degree in literature from the University of Bucharest.  

It was also at this time that he began publishing his writing in various literary magazines, 

including poetry, essays, and criticism.  One work he published was a series of essays in a 

volume titled Nu.  The collection contained contradictory essays written on the same subject by 

Ionesco.  His intention was to reveal literary criticism as an unfounded subject.  He attempted to 

live in France again between 1939 and 1942 but the German Occupation and World War II led to 

constant unsettlement and flight about Europe.  1945 was when Ionesco was finally able to 

reestablish his life in Paris where he worked as a proofreader and freelance writer.  In 1950 his 

first play, The Bald Soprano, was produced.  

Thus, Eugene Ionesco’s life as a playwright began.  He went on to write The Lesson, The 

Chairs and Jack, or the Submission (1952), Victims of Duty (1953), Amédée, or How to Get Rid 

of It (1954), The New Tenant (1955), The Killer (1959), Rhinoceros (1959/New York 1961), Exit 

the King and A Stroll in the Air (1962), Hunger and Thirst (1964), Killing Game (1970), Macbett 

(1973), Man with Bags (1975), and Journey Among the Dead (1980). 

On February 28th, 1970 Ionesco was elected to the Academie Francaise and admitted on 

February 25th, 1971.  He also went on to write extensively about the theatre and dramatic theory 

itself, such as in his work Notes and Counter Notes (1962), as well as memoirs,   Present Past 

Past Present (1968), and Fragments of a Journal (1967). 

In his later life, Eugene Ionesco gave up writing altogether, perhaps finally defeated by 

his struggle with language.  His obituary quotes him saying that while writing The Bald Soprano 

“it was a pleasure to destroy language” and by the end of his life “he found ‘the disintegration of 
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language tragic’” (Gussow 2).  What began as something pleasurable, and the means to 

launching his career, turned into something sad and unfixable.  He abandoned all writing to 

become a painter at the end of his life.  In La Quête intermittente Ionesco states “Colors, and 

nothing but colors, are the only language that can speak…” (Lane 11).  Eugene Ionesco died on 

March 28th, 1994 in his beloved home of Paris.  He was 84 years old. 

2.2 THE CONTEXT OF IONESCO’S PLAYS IN THE 20TH CENTURY 

Ionesco’s journey to becoming a playwright was, in many regards, an ironic twist of fate.  In 

1948 he decided to learn the English language through an assimilation method that required him 

to copy simple lines of dialogue between characters.  “In copying the platitudinous dialogues 

between Mr. and Mrs. Smith and their friends the Martins, Ionesco claims, he was suddenly 

struck by the strangeness of surprising truths… and decided to communicate these eternal 

verities to others” (Lane 27).  As the creation of his first play progressed, the concreteness of the 

characters’ language disintegrated into a nonsense that became a desperate attempt to 

communicate with one another.  In the final moments of the play (as in the “fake” ending, before 

the second beginning) the characters are screaming at one another, “It’s not that way, it’s over 

here, it’s not that way, it’s over here, it’s not that way, it’s over here, it’s not that way, it’s over 

here!” (The Bald Soprano 42).  This is the struggle of the entire play:  words are just symbols 

that can be endlessly scrambled in their assigned meanings. 

Beyond the mere accident of Ionesco discovering these characters through his studies, 

The Bald Soprano was also his destructive reenactment of the bourgeois boulevard theatre that 

dominated at the time in France.  An equivalent to Broadway shows in American theatres, 
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boulevard theatre was often associated with melodramatic and domestic conventions.  This is 

why, at curtain rise in The Bald Soprano, the setting is a pristine English living room with 

stereotypical stock characters invading the stage (such as a maid and two pairs of married 

couples).  “The antics going on are, in fact, all the more disorienting just because the outward 

form looks familiar” (Lane 37).  Through this approach Ionesco was able to successfully 

deconstruct the popular theatre forms of his time and show their inefficiency as compelling 

dramas.  The Bald Soprano can perhaps be considered Ionesco’s most concrete example of the 

theatre of the absurd. 

Shortly to follow in 1950 was Ionesco’s second play, The Lesson.  Once again, language 

was used as a mechanism for destruction, but in a much different manner for this play.  The 

words used by the Professor in his teachings became clouded with double meanings and self-

defeating logic.  Notice how he insists that the languages he is teaching to the Pupil are different 

even though they appear and sound the same:  “But it’s so simple!  So simple!  It’s a matter of 

having a certain experience and practice in these diverse languages, which are so diverse in spite 

of the fact that they present wholly identical characteristics” (The Lesson 68). 

Rather than a world that displayed the anguish and hopelessness of communication, The 

Lesson was an exploration of the power and danger involved in language.  “In this play… it is 

language that drives the action, becoming finally a weapon with which the Professor rapes and 

murders his Pupil…” (Lane 41).  By the conclusion audiences recognize the Professor’s 

fumbling inability to appropriately use language.  It is a weapon of destruction far beyond his 

control. 

The beginning of two important characterization patterns emerged in The Lesson as well.  

First, Ionesco’s obsession with the tyrannical, paternal figure was explored in the cowardly and 
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murderous actions of the Professor, who traps his Pupil in a vulnerable physical state (her 

toothache) and then murders her with the word “knife.”  Second, the maternal figure is exercised 

through Marie’s participation in the play’s action: 

These women can be nurturing and protective, as is Marie when she plays the part of 
  “good mother,” helping the childlike Professor clean up and cover up after his crime.  It 
 is she who makes it possible for him to begin his cycle anew after each murder, taking 
 care of the details and watching out for his health.  On the other hand, women are 
 domineering, smothering, “bad mother” figures who stand in the way of the hero’s 
 infantile desires for gratification and are thus hated and feared (Lane 44). 

 
It is important to take note of these two character patterns, as they became important 

influences to the highly developed relationship between the old couple in The Chairs.  This is 

why Semiramis (name of Old Woman, revealed in rehearsal unit 1, Chapter III) and the Old Man 

are so effective at both hurting and loving one another in various scenes of the play.  (Further 

discussion of the rehearsal unit reference system can be found in Chapter III, section 1.)  Rather 

than appearing to have only just met each other, as the Martins in The Bald Soprano, the old 

couple have known each other since they were 14 and 15 (I’ve worked out the math in rehearsal 

unit 2, Chapter III).   

This emphasis on the behavior and regard toward parental figures, and characters of the 

opposite-sex was excellent information to utilize in rehearsal.  It influenced moments of extreme 

emotional reciprocation between the actors, such as when Semiramis and the Old Man scream at 

one another about being orphans, and then comfort each other shortly thereafter (rehearsal unit 3, 

Chapter III).   

As Ionesco’s third play, written in 1951, The Chairs still explored his fascination with the 

limitations of language, but also showed new developments in his approach to dramatic 

convention.  In this script he departed from such a strong nonsensical pretense and experimented 
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with a more personal and fantastic world.  The lighthouse, while displaying an alternate reality, 

seemed to exist on more coherent terms than the fragmented living room in The Bald Soprano. 

It is fun to acknowledge that The Chairs also contains Ionesco’s first glance into the 

theme of proliferating matter.  More and more chairs are brought onto the stage almost self-

knowingly hurtling to an end as the open space grows sparser.  This theme is suggested and 

explored in other works such as Victims of Duty (coffee cups), The Lesson (dead pupils), and 

Macbett (the head-chopping sequence). 

The plays Ionesco went on to write from 1957 to 1962 show an even further descent into 

more structured dramatic frameworks.  Language began to make more sense than it had earlier.   

The writer created the character of Berenger, who appears in a cycle of four plays, the most 

famous being Rhinoceros, written about 1959.  “The protagonist is in each case a fully 

humanized character, and metaphysical anguish in the face of death becomes the central focus” 

(Lane 99).  Berenger is the first Ionesco character to be thrown out into society rather than 

confined to the vacuum-like reality of a single room, such as the Smith’s living room, the 

lighthouse, and the Professor’s classroom.  He works a job in an office and has relationships with 

other members of the community, such as Daisy and Jean.  The conflict of the play catalogues 

Berenger’s struggle against a rapidly changing and destructively violent world, but that world is 

a more recognizable one than in the plays he had previously written. 

Allegory emerged as a regular element in Ionesco’s writing in The Chairs through the 

recurring image of the old couple as Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden.  Rhinoceros became 

an extremely apparent allegorical tale, reconstructing the rise of fascism and Nazi power in 

Ionesco’s own life.  Every character surrounding Berenger eventually joins the “rhinoceritis” 

movement by the final act, each for his or her own reason.  The influence of the rhinoceroses is 
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clearly a parable to the tyrannical propaganda of the Nazi regime.  “Like the Nazis, these are 

brutal beasts who glory in their strength and trample the weak – the cat, for instance – under foot.  

They are bullies who rampage through the streets and destroy civilization” (Lane 113).  

Rhinoceros catalogued a shift in thematic interest, emphasizing the shortcomings of authority in 

society rather than in the family.  Jean is arguably the closest character embodying the tyrannical 

paternal figure, but he is not the main antagonist in this case, and he becomes a victim of the 

rhinoceros syndrome only halfway through the script. 

The plays written in the final phases of Ionesco’s theatre career are works of very 

different literary approaches than those written at the beginning.  Growing academic and artistic 

fame, climaxing with his election to the Academie francaise in 1970, was coupled with the 

search for more sophisticated literary narratives.  “Having pursued familial obsessions to their 

conclusion, Ionesco then turned for the first time to others’ works for inspiration…  These 

adaptations can be seen in retrospect as a part of the search for a new tone and form that was to 

lead to the late dream plays and even later to the abandonment of theatre in favor of drawing” 

(Lane 150).   

Macbett, written about 1970, was a retelling of Shakespeare’s Macbeth, a script inspired 

by the writer’s exposure to other dramatic reconstructions, most notably, Alfred Jarry’s Ubu Roi.   

While maintaining a similar plot outline to Macbeth, the play had several departures from 

Shakespeare’s original tale, especially in the exclusion of certain main characters like MacDuff.   

In a very similar spirit to Jarry’s thematic implications found in Ubu, Ionesco used the 

dramatic conventions of Macbett to show how power and authority inevitably lead to corruption.  

At the beginning of the play Duncan is a cowardly, power-hungry, and blood-thirsty ruler.  He is 

challenged by the rebellion of Glamiss and Candor, also power-hungry and corrupted in their 
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schemes of usurpation.  Macbett’s brief period as king during the middle of the play is riddled 

with the same injustice of selfish leadership, and Malcol’s triumph at the end shows the rise of 

the most despotic and poetic political dictator of all:  “Now I have power, I shall, Pour the sweet 

milk of concord into Hell, Uproar the universal peace, confound, All unity on earth” (Macbett 

105). 

Throughout all of his plays, Ionesco wrote from an extremely personal place inside of 

himself.  Since childhood he remained obsessed with the role of domineering parents, corrupted 

authority figures, and grotesque violence, first impressed upon him through the Punch and Judy 

puppet shows of his childhood.  The literary techniques, while displaying a clear development as 

his dramatic career progressed, consistently embodied similar themes, ideas, and obsessions.  

2.3 PRODUCTION HISTORY OF THE CHAIRS 

The Chairs was written in 1951, one year after the production of Ionesco’s first play, The Bald 

Soprano.  It premiered on April 22nd, 1952 at the Theatre du Nouveau-Lancry.  Directed by 

Sylvain Dhomme, who also played the Orator, “it took (him) and the two actors of the old 

couple, Tsilla Chelton and Paul Chevalier, three months to find the acting style suitable for the 

play – a mixture of extreme naturalness of detail and the utmost unusualness of the general 

conception” (Esslin 152).  Despite the hard work of the artists involved in this initial production, 

only eight audience members were in attendance on opening night (Lewis 42).  The play had a 

thirty-day run before closing due to low ticket sales (Hayman xi). 

Though the success of The Chairs was off to a slow start (as was the case with many 

other similar playwrights of the time), its sheer aggression against the limitations of theatrical 
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elements would not let it go unrecognized.  In this same 1952 production the actress playing the 

Old Woman was recorded to have brought twenty chairs onto the stage in the span of one minute 

and thirty-five seconds (Lane 52).  The play did not resonate with the small audiences it received 

and “…only too often the empty chairs on the stage were matched by the empty seats in the 

auditorium” (Esslin 153).  Nonetheless, the theatrical force and poetic power of The Chairs 

enlightened and interested some goers of the theatre.  “Most of the critics slated [sic] the play, 

but, on the other hand, it did find some distinguished supporters” (Esslin 153).  Two of these 

individuals were Samuel Beckett and Arthur Adamov. 

The 1956 revival directed by Jacques Mauclair was received with much more success at 

the Studio des Champs Elysees (Esslin 153).   The growing admiration and acclaim of Ionesco’s 

play also spread to London in a 1957 production directed by Tony Richardson at the Royal Court 

Theatre.  Soon productions spanned across theatres in the Western world.  The admiration for 

absurdist drama grew so popular that audiences could now fill the large theatres of Broadway.  

 Currently, Ionesco’s plays are more often produced to serve academic or cultural 

purposes.  The Chairs is still produced in many theatres throughout the nation, largely regional 

and university settings, and usually on a double-bill with another of the anti-plays, such as The 

Lesson or The Bald Soprano.   

The most recent big-budget production of The Chairs occurred in 1998, Broadway’s 

Golden Theater revival.  In the case of this particular show, the script was newly adapted by 

Martin Crimp and directed by Simon McBurney, who firmly sought to highlight the farcical 

aspects of this “tragic farce.”  “Employing a palette of ingenious directorial flourishes, 

McBurney has turned The Chairs – which in appearance resembles a bleak second cousin to 

Samuel Beckett’s Endgame – into an uproarious vaudeville routine” (Wallach 2).   
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Theatre of the Absurd is still a largely popular genre, especially in the education of acting 

and directing styles.  The written techniques of the form have shown a significant influence to 

the written approaches of postmodern playwrights such as Tom Stoppard and Tina Howe.  The 

significance of the absurd canon is recognized as an inherent part of theatre history, and still 

today the scripts always make reappearances in the great theatres of New York and throughout 

the world.  

2.4 A UNIQUE CASTING OPPORTUNITY 

There is a certain “expected process” that accompanies the producing of a “lab” show in the 

Theatre Arts Department at the University of Pittsburgh.  Due to a minimal budget, the project is 

expected to be largely focused on the acting and directing rather than the production values of 

the design areas.  Projects usually consist of the relationships between undergraduate artists:  

undergraduate directors and actors, with a graduate student or faculty member serving as the 

advisor. 

My trusted directing teacher, Stephen Coleman, offered to be my advisor on the project, 

and I gladly accepted his help.  After submitting the application to direct the play, I was in 

Stephen’s office to schedule my fall semester classes when he casually mentioned to me that he 

had been chatting with lecturer, Doug Mertz about my proposal for Ionesco’s The Chairs next 

season.  Stephen reported to me that Doug was a big fan of the script, and was interested in 

perhaps acting as my lead role next semester. 

What an opportunity! 
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As a member of the faculty, Doug is a professional actor who is hired by the university to 

teach classes and work in the university productions with the student actors.  This position is 

designed to expose younger theatre artists with less experience to professionals in the field.  

Doug Mertz’s influence on many of my fellow undergraduate students’ acting skills and 

professional development has been a very special experience.   

This was such an exciting prospect.  As a young, twenty-two-year-old director I would 

maybe have the chance to work with an experienced actor, an artist well-seasoned in developing 

interesting and precise characters, someone who was professionally trained in acting technique 

and had experienced success as a result.  Having Doug Mertz as the lead role would ensure a 

successful production, but most importantly of all, it suggested a process in which I could strictly 

focus on my directing skills, and not worry about “teaching acting” to some undergraduate actor 

with a limited range of experience and technique. 

As faculty, Doug is “older” than most the graduate students in the university’s theatre 

department.  If I was going to invite him to play the role, I needed to find a mature actress to play 

the other role.  This proved more difficult, for I considered several women, but the invitations 

became a collection of single emails with “no thank you” as the consistent reply.   

At the time, I was in preproduction for my summer stage-management gig titled, 

American Humbug.  The producer of the play, Tavia LaFollette, is a professional designer, 

puppet-maker, and an extremely experienced older actress.  I hesitate to label her a professional 

since she does not have an Actor’s Equity card, but she has worked professionally as a designer, 

and teaches theatre at Chatam College.  I extended the invitation to Tavia, and it turned out she 

loved Eugene Ionesco just as much as Doug, and was extremely interested. 
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Many emails ensued between the three of us, and I relentlessly attempted to work out a 

possible rehearsal schedule between Tavia and Doug’s teaching and working careers.  Tavia 

worked at a different university, and therefore, was on a completely different production 

schedule from my own theatre department’s.  Doug was acting in the Pittsburgh Public Theater’s 

production of The Comedy of Errors about one week into the beginning of my allotted rehearsal 

time.  And then Tavia was scheduled to go away for a few days for her wedding anniversary.  

While I was willing to make some compromises to the rehearsal schedule, after figuring all the 

days that Tavia and Doug were not available to work together, we would only have a little less 

than two weeks of rehearsal time before the technical and dress rehearsals. 

This time was too short to keep me comfortable as the director.  I simply thought it was 

not enough to find the proper choices and momentum for the script.  While the experience of the 

actors would be a strength to the process, the precision of theatricality required was too large to 

risk.  Sadly enough, I had to let this wonderful opportunity go.  I kindly thanked both Tavia and 

Doug for their considerations, and I turned my attention back to the undergraduate acting pool.  I 

decided that I would simply wait to see what happened at the fall auditions. 
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3.0  THE CHAIRS ~ SCRIPT ANALYSIS 

…And indeed my characters are simply people who don’t know how to be alone.  

~Eugene Ionesco, Conversations with Eugene Ionesco  

 
The playwright’s written text is the most important and primary tool to a director’s 

understanding of a play.  The nature of the written script will influence how the director 

communicates to fellow theatre artists and what choices he or she makes.  I believe that a good 

director spends a significant amount of time with the script prior to and after completing 

research, as well as revisiting the text regularly throughout the rehearsal process.  The following 

annotated script is my process of analyzing Ionesco’s text of The Chairs prior, throughout, and 

after the rehearsal and performance process.  

3.1 CUTS AND REHEARSAL UNIT BREAKDOWN  

The sections designated by a black line and a scene number represent the rehearsal unit 

breakdown of the script.  These sections were used to understand and define the structure of the 

play (through units of dramatic action), to facilitate the designing of the rehearsal schedule, and 

as a reference index throughout the written thesis. 
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The sections of the text that are boxed and crossed out are the parts of the dialogue that 

were cut from my production.  These decisions to “trim” certain areas of the story were made to 

facilitate an eighty-minute run time.   

3.2 ANNOTATED SCRIPT WITH SUPPLEMENTAL RESEARCH 

The annotations made in the margins of the script are anything that may inform analysis:  from 

notes regarding research, to free associative interpretations of some of the images suggested, to 

simple journal-like passages that explain the discovery of the text’s interpretation as the rehearsal 

process progressed.  I did this type of work with the text to explore and understand the exact 

details of the story Ionesco is telling about this old couple.  I then took what I have discovered 

through this research and used the knowledge to inform my artistic and directorial choices. 

3.3 BLOCKING 

The notations that appear on the left side of the page are records of actors’ blocking.  The 

blocking serves almost as a “map” indicating the movement of the actors onstage.   
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4.0  THE CHAIRS ~ PRODUCTION 

There is a magic in nonsense…  ~ Martin Esslin, The Theatre of the Absurd 
 
 

The following discussion chronicles the journey of the production process; the four-week 

adventure of mounting Eugene Ionesco’s The Chairs with my fellow theatre artists.  The first 

rehearsal took place on October 29th, 2007, as a simple read-through.  The show opened on 

November 29th, 2007, on a double bill with The Bald Soprano.  It consisted of three actors, seven 

designers, one technical director, an eight-manned run crew, and over forty chairs. 

I’ve always regarded directing (and theatre in general) as an extremely collaborative art 

form.  I could not have created the show that went up on November 29th without the team of 

talented, fresh, and dedicated artists helping me.  Each artistic designer listened to what I had to 

say about the play and the feelings I had about each particular design element, and then came 

back with brilliant new insights.  We worked together.  I gave them a hard time about what I 

wanted and they each stood up for what they wanted.  The designers came to embrace and own 

the work they put into my play, and I would not have understood the full extent of Ionesco’s 

powerful language without each of their distinct visions. 

The actual execution and day-to-day calling of the show by the stage manager was not as 

precise as it could have been, but as an undergraduate sophomore he was new to the job, and the 

script is a monster logistically.  This is perhaps the most difficult area for me to objectively 

evaluate, as I am a working Production Stage Manager myself and any consistent irregularity in 
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the running life of a show is inconceivable for me to live with when I’m performing the same 

job.   

Because this was the stage manager’s first experience calling any show it was 

understandable why certain doorbells were always a hair-split different in timing each night, why 

at least one door opening was missed in every show; small stuff to an average audience member, 

but monumental to the hawk-eye of a director. 

In the next few sections I discuss in detail the casting process, different areas of design 

elements developed and composed for the show, and the stage manager’s day-to-day records of 

launching the production from rehearsals and meetings.  

4.1 CASTING 

Casting took place within a four-hour period over two days. The University of Pittsburgh’s 

Theatre Arts Department held auditions for the entire semester at once, so seven other directors 

were casting as well.  Over the two-day span, every actor in the Department auditioned, and the 

process quickly became exhausting.  Yet when a potential actor came in with a strong audition, it 

was a completely refreshing experience.   

This is what happened with my two lead roles, Patrick Berger (Old Man) and Ana 

Noriega (Old Woman).  Patrick auditioned with a monologue from Shakespeare’s Cymbeline and 

Ana auditioned with Nora’s closing monologue from Ibsen’s A Doll’s House.  Both actors were 

powerful, serious, and yet seemed capable of comedy and lightness as well.  Both had strong 

backgrounds in movement training.  Patrick had studied Commedia while abroad in Italy, and 
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Ana practiced yoga every day.  Most importantly, both were truthful in their emotions, and their 

connection with the audience was a tangible experience. 

I requested that both of them attend my callback session and read from the script with 

each other.  What was so surprising was that Ana didn’t even have time to read the play before 

attending the callback (as a blossoming sophomore she was also being considered by nearly all 

the other directors in the Department at the time), but her reading with Patrick would never have 

suggested any lack of acquaintance with the script.  Patrick, an extremely talented senior, was 

only interested in acting for the Ionesco plays; so I was lucky in that he wasn’t being considered 

by any other directors except for Lily Junker, director of The Bald Soprano.   

The Orator callback was relaxing and fun compared to the pressure of finding the lead 

roles.  Each considered actor came into the room and performed the Orator’s scene for me, each 

differently from the last.  It was fun to watch every different actor plug their own personalities 

into the scene.  I found Brendan Gallagher’s callback the most impressive because he was the 

only actor to boldly enter the callback room with some props (he wore an old hat and used a 

handkerchief to clear his throat). 

By the time I entered the casting meeting on Thursday evening all the callbacks for the 

semester had been held.  It was crystal clear to me which actors would make for the strongest, 

most well-rounded cast.  I was lucky in that needing such a small number of actors, I was able to 

get all of my first choices.  Patrick Berger was cast as the Old Man, Ana Noriega was cast as the 

Old Woman, and Brendan Gallagher was cast as the Orator. 

It’s hard for me to fully describe the true intensity and raw talent the actors brought to the 

process.  The influence of their work on the individual characters of the Old Man and Semiramis 

shaped the story of the play more than any amount of research or readings of the script.  I equate 
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the working process between actors and director almost to that of the relationship between 

Semiramis and the Old Man:  a world that existed separate from the one outside of rehearsal, like 

the lighthouse, a distinct language and understanding between the three of us as artists, and in the 

end, a project we truly had difficulty letting go of.  I remember that finding the end of the Old 

Man and Semiramis’ lives was the most difficult task for us in rehearsal.  Besides the 

choreographed chair section (rehearsal unit 10), we spent the most amount of rehearsal time on 

the ending, and I like to believe it’s because we didn’t want to say goodbye to the reality we had 

created in this absurdist world.  As I described the script in my introduction as an account of life 

and death, perhaps we did not want to deal with that part of the characters’ lives for a long time, 

even well into technical week (this is further discussed in Chapter V).  Even with my past 

directing experiences in mind, the working relationship I established with these two actors was 

the strongest and most professional I’ve had to date.  I believe my emotions about the 

relationship to the actors was a response to the depth and commitment required for creating these 

two extremely complex characters.  Most plays I’ve directed have always had the attention and 

focus spread between three to seven characters.  I never had to examine two individuals so 

closely before, that responsibility always fell so much more heavily on the actors. 

My relationship with the actor playing the Orator was a little different as this actor did 

not enter the process until the last week of rehearsal.  My communication with him was 

extremely different from that of the old couple.  It was perhaps even minimal.  I knew from my 

preproduction research that I wanted something puppet-like, and I suggested a marionette to him.  

Evening after evening for a full week the actor tried different marionettes and it simply wasn’t 

working.  And then dress rehearsal came; give certain actors a costume and it’s simply magic.  

He went from a slow, regal marionette to an overly grotesque clownish mime rushing onto the 
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stage and ramming into several chairs.  The night he discovered it, I burst out laughing from the 

audience seats!  It was just right for the end.  

4.2 SET 

My first meeting with set designer Tommy Costello took place on October 5th, 2007.  He 

expressed his interest in the script and some initial ideas to me, and I shook his hand agreeing 

that he would be my set designer for the show.  I was the most worried about this area of the 

design; I had plenty of reasons to be. 

An alternate title for this play called The Chairs could have been “The Doors.”  

According to the script, we needed eight doors onstage (which I later changed to seven for sheer 

downsizing purposes), main double-doors that magically opened on their own, at least forty 

chairs, and a chalkboard.   

Tommy is a Doctoral student with a Masters Degree from Trinity College, Dublin, and I 

knew he was perfect for the job, especially when he suggested at the first meeting that I stage the 

play in-the-round.  It was a terrifyingly complex and awesome suggestion that I immediately 

shot down on the grounds of having never directed absurdist drama or in-the-round before, and 

not wanting to mix both risky concoctions.  But nonetheless, the suggestion immediately 

revealed in Tommy a bold desire to make this play entirely unique to my own vision as the 

director while maintaining a certain adherence to Ionesco’s words as well. 

So at my request we staged the play in a proscenium setting in the Studio Theatre so that 

the louvers (an architectural feature of the room) were on all three sides of the characters’ world.  

The planks of louvers gave me the feeling of an old water-logged lighthouse, and I wanted to use 
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the actual space of the Studio Theatre to create the feeling of that world.  Tommy designed a 

continental-audience seating bank, with the entrances to the seats from behind.  This 

configuration had not been used in the Studio Theatre since I’ve been attending the University of 

Pittsburgh, and it was exciting to try something new while creating another seating option to the 

black box repertoire for future directors. 

Tommy also had the idea of actually “louvering” the louvers; that is, angling the planks 

of the stage left and stage right walls to give the appearance of the planks falling out of place, 

and to provide a fun opportunity for the lighting team.  At the request of the lighting team, we 

put a fresh coat of black paint on the side wall louvers for more “pop” in the colors of the lights, 

and then I had the idea to paint the upstage wall louvers in a water-wash of black, giving them a 

water-logged appearance rising from the floor. 

The windows were entirely designed by Tommy, I simply told him how big I wanted 

them to be and how high I wanted them off the floor.  He proposed the idea of “chamfered” 

corners (see drawings at end of section) to cut down the extreme angle of the black-box walls, 

using each corner to provide a small door and a large window.  The windows were constructed 

from scrap two-by-fours to match the look of the upstage water-logged wooden planks, and 

mattresses were placed at the base of them for a safe landing for the actors. 

The selection of the doors was made at a meeting between Tommy and me.  He knew 

exactly what main double-doors he wanted to use for the show because the particular doors he 

had in mind rose above the height of the first level of louvers.  It was originally Tommy’s idea, 

but I sincerely agreed that the towering doors gave the character of the Emperor a larger-than-life 

important presence, especially being that he is invisible when onstage.  Personifying objects and 
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equating them with particular characters in the play became a quick trend between the set and 

prop designers. 

From the very first meeting Tommy and I both agreed that we did not want a giant 

chalkboard to get wheeled onto the stage by the Orator at the end of the play.  Nonetheless, I 

wanted to keep the idea of the Orator attempting to communicate through written language after 

his failure at spoken language.  The two suggestive frames on the upstage wall that doubled as 

chalkboards evolved out of a discussion about my concept of using as many real props as 

possible for the show (discussed in following section).  At a weekly production meeting I asked 

Tommy if I could have the actors use an empty picture frame on the wall as a mirror and a 

painting.  He then suggested buying a bucket of chalkboard paint (it dries into chalkboard 

material) and building two frames that would also serve as the Orator’s chalkboard at the end.  It 

was a brilliant device in my opinion, and the frames really lent themselves to some comical 

improvisation between the actors during rehearsal.  

The following two pages are Tommy’s sketches outlining the architectural features and 

construction details of the set.  
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4.3 PROPS 

My stage manager, Dale Hess, recruited the props designer, Lizzie Gardner, for the production.  I 

am well aware that the proper term is “prop master,” but I believe when a collaborative artist 

puts anything onstage, it becomes a visual design, and no artist should suffer a loss of title 

simply because the visual elements on stage are more often pulled and bought rather than built. 

Dale was actually surprised when I told him we needed to bring someone on board the 

team to deal with props.  Most initial impressions of the script suggest that props are simply 

pantomimed by the actors.  I felt that using props could certainly be a risk to the “reality” of the 

characters of the invisible people, but my instinct to include and dramatically use the props was 

really where my own personal conception and vision of Ionesco’s script began. 

Martin Esslin’s remark about the The Chairs became the seed for this idea.  “There is 

also a strong element of the author’s own tragedy in the play – the rows of chairs resemble a 

theater…” (Esslin 152).  Ionesco himself comments on the birth of this image in his own mind 

by stating, “When I wrote The Chairs, I first had the image of chairs, then of someone carrying 

chairs onto the empty stage at top speed.  I had this initial image, but I had no idea at all of what 

it meant” (Lane 51).  Perhaps Ionesco did not really want to acknowledge what it truly meant to 

him:  the loneliness and frustration that occurred during the times of establishing his career as a 

playwright.  In several books I read, his birth date was listed with the incorrect year and his 

obituary eventually explained that, “… he took three years off his age and claimed 1912 as his 

birth year, presumably because he wanted to have made his name before the age of 40” (Gussow 

1). 

What a remarkable image:  I could literally see the rows of empty chairs bleeding into the 

audience chairs in my own production, for the Studio Theatre could not have a true proscenium 
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configuration being that the stage would be on the ground level and the audience seats would be 

raked.   

With this research and personal image in my own mind, I was not only inspired to 

explore Ionesco’s tragedy as a struggling playwright, but also my own sense of life tragedy as a 

working stage manager.  Perhaps tragedy is a strong word for my own circumstance, but the idea 

of Ionesco being haunted by nightmarish images in the theatre certainly inspired me to consider 

what my own theatrical nightmares are.  And as a young stage manager without an equity card, I 

hate nothing more than props.  The number of times I’ve been thrown into ancient backstage 

theatre storage spaces, wasted hours rifling through piles of dust-covered junk to find the missing 

tea cup that matches the others onstage, and nearly drew my own blood from the broken and 

piled-up furniture forgotten in the wings; I’ve had my own fair share of images that haunt me 

from the theatre. 

These were also images that I could see coming to life before my eyes when I reread the 

script.  What if the actors used real props and simply dropped them to the stage floor after using 

them?  In this way, I discovered entropy infiltrating the action on the stage, culminating in the 

confetti thrown by Semiramis and the Old Man before their suicides.  While it was a bold and 

risky choice to make in that it was a great departure from the “presence of absence” overtly 

instilled by Ionesco in the script, I felt that it also emphasized the same idea in many ways.  The 

stage littered in chairs, papers, candies, confetti, etc. was extremely suggestive of the backstage 

life of a play and the image of an abandoned theatre space, not just the image of an empty 

auditorium as in Ionesco’s case.  I liked to think of my own production as containing a strong 

element of the theatre’s own sense of entropy and absence. 

 88 



It was a big idea in my opinion, a large extrapolation from Ionesco’s words.  I didn’t 

want the concept for the props to become anything too excessive or overbearing on the text, so it 

was a slow process of adding things we came up with in rehearsal.  I felt most comfortable using 

props that could double in functions (such as the chalkboards/frames formerly mentioned in 

section A) and the first round of props we came up with were the coat rack, the umbrella placed 

on the coat rack, the tray of cookies, and the side table on which the tray sat.   

The umbrella doubled in functions by serving in the story of “Then at last we arrived…” 

and giving Semiramis some busy work in hosting the first invisible guest (“Just leave your 

umbrella there” [The Chairs 123]).  The tray of cookies just a few lines earlier was also used for 

improvisational stage business and comedic effect by Semiramis (“Won’t you have some 

cookies… Oh, you’re not fat at all… no… plump…” [The Chairs 123]).  My favorite part about 

the tray was the clattering sound it made upon the actress tossing it to the ground.  If the effect of 

“trashing” the stage with props was not clear to the audience by this point, I like to believe that 

this was the moment where the effect really began to establish itself. 

The side table later came into play on the Old Man’s line, “This table is in our way… 

There’s scarcely a place left here, excuse us…” (The Chairs 140), and it became a chair when 

flipped upside down by Semiramis.  What is interesting to note about this moment in the script is 

that the stage directions do not completely negate the possibility of some real items onstage.  The 

ellipses contained within the former passage of dialogue are followed by the stage directions:  

“He moves a table, or he sketches the business of moving it, without slowing down his 

rhythm…” (The Chairs 140). 

It was in this way that we discovered the relationship between the extreme gesture and 

pantomime of certain items (such as the first invisible guest’s fur coat), and the highly absurd use 
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of others (like when the Old Man climbed the coat rack as if it were a tree).  There were items 

that I definitely knew I wanted once this relationship between the action, text, and props 

established itself, like the Jolly Rancher hard candy that functioned as the Eskimo pies; and there 

were other items that the actors eventually requested, such as Patrick’s wish to use a broom in 

helping the audience understand the idea implied behind the words “general factotum.” 

My favorite moment of improvisation with props during the rehearsal process came about 

on the day we added the chair attached to the rope hanging outside the stage right window.  

Patrick had found the rope lying on the ground backstage, and it was just shortly after the 

windows were installed in the chamfered corners.  During a break he just playfully began to pull 

the rope up from outside the window in front of me, playing a gag to give the idea of the 

windows being extremely high up on the lighthouse tower.  What began as just a simple joke 

from the actor actually became a moment in production that did a lot of work in supporting the 

“reality” of the lighthouse setting, and it was extremely vaudevillian (as when the Old Man 

became tangled in the rope).  

The use and incorporation of props for my production of Eugene Ionesco’s The Chairs 

was one of the dramatic elements in the show that I am most proud of.  I felt it was the most 

distinct feature of this particular conception of the script.  

4.4 COSTUMES 

The costumes were an extremely challenging area of design given the extreme movement 

requirements of the actors.  Costume designer, Christon Nicole Herring, while executing her first 

design position, was extremely patient and supportive of all the actors’ needs.  I remember 
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initially telling Nicole that Semiramis could wear nice looking high-heels, but she was quick to 

change the look to simple black jazz shoes after attending a rehearsal where Ana did the “chair 

mount” (rehearsal unit 7) during the Photo-Engreaver [sic]/Belle sequence.  

Being that this show was Nicole’s very first costume design, I had some unfounded trust 

issues with her at first.  I questioned her decisions for the costumes.  Nicole made it very clear to 

me that she wanted the actor’s wearing super-distressed clothing for she believed it would 

support the grotesquely suggested old ages of the characters.  Yet I consistently asked her, “Are 

you sure we should distress the costumes?”  Perhaps her mistake was bringing me along on the 

shopping trip to purchase the costume pieces.  Maybe as the director I was simply too close to 

her creative process.  No other designers invited me to join them in making artistic decisions for 

the look of the show (decisions such as the color of Semiramis’ shirt). 

In the end, Nicole ended up being correct about her decision to distress the clothing for it 

significantly amplified the grotesqueness of the characters.  Her choices for the make-up and hair 

arrangements on the actors also supported this appearance.  At the first dress rehearsal I was a 

little frightened because the actors had on so much make-up that they looked more like zombies 

than old people.  Although Nicole’s process began slowly, each evening she simplified the make-

up until she had achieved the proper look for the age of the characters. 

While I was first a little overly concerned with Nicole’s contribution to my show, I grew 

to really enjoy and respect the work she did for the production.  She put Semiramis in what was 

once a nice blouse and skirt, and the Old Man in what was also once a decent pair of slacks and a 

vest.  The costumes alluded to the once vibrant and youthful life of the Old Man and Semiramis 

when they were in the garden of Eden (rehearsal unit 4), but have since started to decompose, 

like their lives in the lighthouse.  
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4.5 SOUND 

The experience of arriving at the proper sound design was one of the more interesting 

collaborative processes of the production period.  I was excited to have Parag Gohel, a 

responsible undergraduate senior, offer to design the sound for my show.  What was especially 

interesting about working with Parag was that he had a very structured way of building his 

design:  he wanted a general concept for the play and then some specific points of focus from 

which to hone his design. 

I began by explaining to him my most distinct and strong thoughts on the play as a whole, 

and the things I discovered in research that supported my opinions (see Chapter I).  I told him 

that the elements of sound were responsible for creating the personality of the invisible 

characters, that the precision of sounds were to almost substitute for these empty characters.  I 

referenced Nancy Lane’s discussion of the “presence of absence” in Understanding Eugene 

Ionesco and spoke of how the sound of the play was another dramatic dimension supporting this 

effect. 

Parag attended a few run-throughs in rehearsal and after two weeks he brought to a 

production meeting his “demo cd.”  He explained to me that the cd was composed of some initial 

ideas he arrived at after watching the rehearsals, his sound “palette” if you will.  The 

conversation we had regarding this initial cd was supposed to guide him to the specific “points of 

focus” he needed. 

I probably could not have frustrated my sound designer more if I tried.  I didn’t like 

anything on the demo cd; in fact, I told Parag we were on completely different pages.  The life of 

my play was made of doorbells ringing, the slamming of doors, boats, a whispering crowd of 

invisible guests… but Parag’s demo cd was composed of tribal drums and sitars.  While I knew 
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he was aware of the importance of the sound effects, I kindly told him we needed to re-think the 

music situation.  His response was that if none of his ideas for a focal point worked, and if he 

was really that far off from my feelings in his suggestions, then I needed to provide him with one 

myself. 

I asked Parag if I could have one night to think it over.  I needed to find one song that 

described The Chairs for me, that acted as a musical metaphor for the story I was telling on the 

stage.  That was my homework.   

When I came home from rehearsal that evening my boyfriend was on the computer 

writing an article for his internship and listening to Mozart’s Greatest Hits.  His “Piano Sonata 

#11 in A” came on and I immediately recognized something in the quirky trills and peppy key 

changes of the piano that reminded me of Semiramis and the Old Man rolling about on the floor, 

fumbling with an umbrella, and seating invisible guests.  I brought the song to Parag.  I was 

careful to explain to him that it wasn’t the classic sense of Mozart that attracted me to the song, 

but the way the sounds of the piano moved with each other.  Something about it just felt like my 

characters.   

That was all Parag needed to build the sound design.  He didn’t need to bring me a 

second demo cd.  He asked me to trust him, and he showed up at dry tech with the completed 

work.  It was brilliant.  He took the Piano Sonata suggestion and the notes about the sound 

effects, and put together an extremely creative and sensual atmosphere. 

The preshow design was simply the ambient sounds of waves breaking on the shore 

below the lighthouse.  When the lights faded to black and the play began the sound effects of 

children playing and birds chirping could be heard while Mozart’s “Piano Sonata #18 in D 

major” underscored it.  I remember upon asking Parag why he had chosen birds and children for 
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the opening sound cues and he answered that these were the sounds of the Old Man and Old 

Woman’s past, the birds used to sing before their son accused them of murdering them, they 

laughed as children in the Garden of Eden before they cried as orphans.  Appropriately enough, 

“Piano Sonata #11 in A” played for the curtain call. 

I was lucky to have such an artistic, passionate, and guideable designer in creating the 

world of sound for my show.  I like to believe that Parag was the one designer who tapped most 

viscerally into my artistic instincts.  His collaborative effort truly enriched the world of the play.  

4.6 LIGHTS 

The artistic approach to lighting has always been a foreign thing for me.  Lights are just so 

mechanical in my mind.  You plug them in, point them at the actors, and the audience can see 

better.  It’s such an abstract idea to use lighting as an artistic mechanism for storytelling, and yet 

it is essential to compelling technical theatre. 

I needed a good lighting designer; a talented artist who could really shape the world 

surrounding the characters through light.  I was absolutely thrilled when Nicole Zoellner, 

undergraduate senior and blossoming lighting designer extraordinaire, offered her services for 

the project.  Nicole had just come from a summer internship at the American Ballet Theatre for 

the Metropolitan Opera House summer season, and I knew her “pro-bono” gigs were coming to a 

fast end.  I gladly welcomed her and co-designer, Ryan Ben, to the team.  (Nicole volunteered to 

design The Bald Soprano as well, so she brought on help to properly manage the work load.)   

Ionesco makes some concrete statements about the appearance of the lighting in his stage 

directions, taking specific moments to notate the fades or increases of intensity in the onstage 

 94 



lights.  He also requests the specific practical of a “gas lamp” that is supposed to hang from the 

ceiling (The Chairs 112). 

While some of the stage directions and dialogue in the script seemed to clearly state the 

lighting look required for each section, the possibilities for artistic interpretation were endless.  I 

didn’t see any need to adhere to all of the effects indicated.  For example, on page 113 

Semiramis insists to her husband that it is nighttime and too dark for anything to be seen outside.  

It didn’t feel necessary to have the lights matching the spoken words of the character.  If 

anything, a light outside the window in that instance of speech would only support the absurdist 

construct I was creating. 

Knowing that Nicole was a talented theatre artist with an extremely successful lighting 

history, I felt comfortable letting her have a certain degree of free reign in her process.  I told her 

the basic information about my artistic instincts, the same information I had given to all of the 

other designers.  I shared a single piece of research with her.  Otherwise I left her alone.  I didn’t 

ask her any questions other than, “How’s it going?”  And she would always honestly answer 

“Good,” or “Bad.”  (She only once answered my question “Bad,” which is discussed in Chapter 

V). 

The research I provided Nicole with was a small passage by Nancy Lane concerning 

“Lightness versus Heaviness” under her chapter that discussed Victims of Duty.  The passage was 

intriguing in that it didn’t necessarily speak to the use of stage lighting in Ionesco plays, but 

rather to the “…fundamental tension that informs his theater; it is the opposition between 

feelings of lightness, euphoria, transparency, and evanescence on one hand and heaviness, 

despair, denseness, and entombment on the other” (Lane 71).  The words of this passage made 

sense with regard to the action of The Chairs.  It most strongly reminded me of the emotional 
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journey between the two very different scenes of laughing in the Garden of Eden and then crying 

about the loneliness of being an orphan (rehearsal units 2 and 3).  The research was insightful in 

that it spoke to the dramatic action of the play, and to the mood created onstage through design 

elements. 

The lights were beautiful.  The backlight was a wash of color called “gaslight green” 

which was mixed in different degrees with a light, whitish color or a deep magenta, depending 

on the moments of the story.  The light team also rigged up mini-strips (which can hold up to 

three different colors!) behind the louvered stage left and right walls, which pulsated red and 

orange through the spaces of the planks creating the effect of an active lighthouse at night 

guiding boats in the coastline. 

If Nicole didn’t agree with something I wanted she would stand by her opinion for as 

long as I would allow it.  In most instances, she was right anyway because her experience as a 

lighting designer usually meant she knew more about the subject than I did.  For example, I 

insisted up until the dress rehearsals that we needed a practical gas lamp, but Nicole insisted that 

a match lighting an invisible gas lamp (which was really just a green-colored special) was much 

cooler for the effect, especially with the smoke from the match swirling in the thick light.  I 

ended up coming to agree with Nicole’s point of view.  It felt more absurd to light an invisible 

prop with a real prop. 

Despite the degree of independence I allowed Nicole to have in her process of creating 

the lighting design, I was firm about my wishes as well, and in one case, I absolutely insisted.  

For the opening of my show I forced her to include the blue lights from the mini-strips shooting 

through the louvers in the initial fade to black.  Nicole fought me tooth and nail on this request, 

but I knew it was something I absolutely wanted.  I believe even to this day she’s still a little 
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bothered by my executive decision to tinker with her opening look, but like a professional 

theatrical designer she followed the artistic leadership of her director.  I appreciated Nicole’s 

assertive and mature attitude throughout the entire process.  I believe she will be an extremely 

successful lighting designer in the future, and it was an honor to work with her.  

4.7 STAGE MANAGEMENT 

The following section contains articles from my stage manager, Dale Hess’s, promptbook, which 

is the equivalent of a production bible on any show.  Promptbooks are generally composed of 

three major parts, the first being the prompt script, which is not included in this thesis.  The 

prompt script is a copy of the play script with the technical cues for sound, lights, and door 

openings written in the margins.  It basically functions as the stage manager’s own personal 

“script” for logistically executing the show each night over the headset, and serves as a complete 

record of all the technical aspects in a production.  I have not included the prompt script section 

of Dale’s promptbook, as it really only pertains to the technical aspects of the production and 

doesn’t relate to any artistic or directorial values. 

4.7.1 Rehearsal reports 

Rehearsal reports are the main vehicle of communication between the production staff members 

working outside of the rehearsal process and the director working with the actors in rehearsal.  If 

questions concerning certain design elements come up, or the need for a new prop, this 
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information is relayed through the rehearsal reports.  Rehearsal reports were provided for each 

day of the rehearsal process and distributed through email to the production staff each evening. 

4.7.2 Production meeting minutes 

Similar in function to the rehearsal reports, meeting minutes are basically the vehicle of 

communication for the weekly production meetings that occurred between designers and 

director.  Minutes consist of the stage manager’s notes regarding the events and topics of 

discussion that arose in each production meeting, which are then distributed through email to the 

production staff as a summary of the meeting. 
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4.8 PROGRAM AND POSTER 

The following two items are the program and poster used as publicity and informational 

devices for the production.  The poster helped facilitate the advertising of the show’s run dates 

and the program attributed credit and provided biographical information for the artists involved 

in the production. 

The story of the photograph used in both instances is quite interesting.  Three years ago 

when I was still a young undergraduate at the University of Pittsburgh certain areas of the first 

through third floors in the Cathedral of Learning were being renovated.  The photograph is a shot 

through the window of a classroom on the second floor, taken from the third floor above.  It must 

have been that while the workers were renovating some classrooms, they needed a place to store 

the chairs and desks, and so they piled all of them on top of one another in one small classroom.  

I passed the classroom many times in my everyday life when attending classes during the week 

in the Cathedral.  I told my boyfriend (who is a freelance photographer) about the window I had 

seen, and he went on to use the image for a black and white photography project.  

After rehearsal one night it suddenly hit me.  I knew exactly what the best image for the 

poster would be.  I asked my boyfriend about the retired photograph.  He immediately retrieved 

it, we scanned it into the computer and photo-shopped the picture until it looked just right for the 

poster.  I love how the photo now has the appearance of being overexposed from above the 

chairs, with the light source coming from behind the window.  The image is extremely evocative 
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of the Emperor’s entrance at the end of the play, where the audience is nearly washed out from 

the light behind the main double doors.  
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5.0  THE CHAIRS ~ POST-PRODUCTION  

It’s a perfect circle.  There’s nothing lacking.  But one must be careful, all the same.  Its 

shape might disappear.  There are holes through which it can escape. ~ Old Man, The Chairs 

 
 

I’m extremely proud of the learning experience I produced for myself and the actors involved in 

rehearsing The Chairs.  Most of my directing experiences before this particular production are 

largely characterized by very specific blocking and “stage pictures” in my memory.  When I 

directed Edward Albee’s The Death of Bessie Smith two years ago I mostly remember telling my 

actors to do certain things because the image looked pretty on the stage.   

The Chairs felt like a significant change to my directing technique in that the choices I 

made felt strongly driven by character development.  This was a totally new and exciting 

approach for me, and two fictional characters on the stage never felt so real or tangible.  It was 

exciting to be experimenting with ways of communication that I had never explored so deeply 

before.  Instead of just making choices because they looked pretty on the stage together, I found 

myself making decisions based on the truths of the emotional life between the old couple.  A 

cross by an actor did not just happen because “it looked right” at that moment.  A cross by an 

actor would happen because it was irrevocably what the character would do given the 

circumstance. 
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Yet this new and exciting experience did not go without hindering some of my other 

abilities as well.  One of my greatest talents as a theatre artist is management.  I plan to work in 

management professionally upon graduation, and I already manage a theatre company as my 

part-time job.  My love for the process of discovering these two characters in rehearsal (and 

therefore my love for the character’s themselves) became blinding and intoxicating in the last 

useful week of rehearsal.  When it came time to solidify the end of the play I found that I didn’t 

know exactly what I wanted, that I didn’t even have a single inspiration regarding how I wanted 

things to draw to a close.  Was it because I loved the characters of Semiramis and the Old Man 

too much?  Did my adoration of Ionesco’s fictional characters somehow disable my rational and 

acute managerial senses?  Unaware of the danger that my love for this character-driven-process 

had created, I felt that a few crucial days were lost in rehearsal.  While my actors were trying 

their hardest to make interesting and new character choices for me to work from, it was as if I, as 

the director, simply did not want to accept their fates of jumping out the windows. 

When discussing Eugene Ionesco’s The Chairs with faculty, friends, and other theatre 

artists, it is most often compared to a large mountain (though not Everest which is the eternal 

metaphor for Shakespeare’s King Lear).  As I said, I had undergone the same lab show 

production experience two years ago with an Edward Albee script:  three weeks of production, 

minimal monetary support, a one-week run, entirely student-made production staff, etc.  Even 

with this past experience in my history and the many fair warnings offered by theatrical 

colleagues, nothing could have mentally prepared me for the immensity of the action and drama 

covered in The Chairs.  So much rehearsal was required for the actors to be able to settle into a 

comfortable place with the script.  Reading the stage directions that described the scripted action 
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was extremely deceiving, and these moments of pantomime were perhaps some of the most time 

consuming of the rehearsal days. 

In reflection on this trap of underestimation, I would like to acknowledge how it shows 

that the “preliminary” production work of researching a dense script such as Eugene Ionesco’s 

The Chairs is actually a process that continues through the production, rather than stopping upon 

the first day of rehearsal.  When I came to these mental road blocks in the last week I had to go 

right back to the drawing board.  I reread the script from beginning to end; I opened up the 

research books that influenced my initial decisions and reread paragraphs concerning the end of 

the play after the characters ran out of chairs (this is where the mental block began).  Moving 

back to my research materials really helped me arrive at the right ideas.  I felt I had strayed from 

this idea of “the absurd” and “the eccentric” influencing the stylistic choices.  Keeping this in 

mind as I reread the text, the scene after Semiramis and the Old Man ran out of chairs felt like 

some sort of important convention hosted in the middle of a three-ring circus.  Even though the 

chairs had run out, materials kept proliferating through props of the programs and “Eskimo pies” 

(Jolly Rancher hard candy) that Semiramis was handing out.  The instant of the “hullabaloo” 

where the characters began screaming “don’t push” needed to have the effect of a violent, rioting 

crowd acting out against their two hosts. 

I had discovered the appropriate path and pushed through, but only until the next few 

scenes.  The scene of the Emperor’s arrival is really where the quality of my directorial work fell 

short in my own opinion.  I’ll start by honestly stating that, in terms of the script, I never cared 

much for the ending of The Chairs compared to its beginning, and therefore, I believe I never 

understood it well enough or fully embraced it.   
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I remember the experience of reading the play for the very first time last year in my 

Directing II class.  The world of the play absolutely fascinated me.  I didn’t know what to make 

of it; the anticipation and anxiety that accompanied the arrival of each guest, the mysterious 

pantomime where the characters bring on arriving guests in a complete frenzy, and all the while, 

I was so unsure of how the play could possibly end.  I never predicted suicide in my very first 

reading, it was the last thing I expected.  I was just disappointed in the morbid fate of the old 

couple.  I wanted more hope for this fantastic and absurd world.  Nonetheless, my favorite part 

about the end was the prompted sound cue of the invisible guests’ voices coming from the wings.  

If not a world of hope, this sound cue at least makes it crystal clear to the audience that the 

invisible guests are indeed real presences on the stage and the old couple is not suffering from 

senile delusions. 

I didn’t completely understand the script upon my first reading, certainly not compared to 

what I understood it to be by the time rehearsal began.  And yet I still found myself 

underprepared to make the proper directorial decisions from the time the Emperor entered.  To 

me, this section never worked in rehearsal or performance because the pacing and rhythm 

seemed to slowly wind down and separate itself from the energy created in the first part of the 

play.  It felt almost like the audience could anticipate the suicide ending.  By the time Semiramis 

and the Old Man claim, in complete despair and lack of hope, that the Orator has actually 

arrived, it was completely obvious that something terrible was going to happen, such as death 

and suicide. 

I know that given one more week of rehearsal, I could have found the proper path for the 

actors to take.  We could have really solidified the ending with more powerful directorial 

choices, and therefore a different rhythm and energy.  Also, giving the actors just a few more 
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rehearsals to “get it in their bodies,” where the lines and movement literally become a muscle 

memory inside the actors’ bodies, would have helped the pace in the final moments as well.  I 

don’t like to make excuses for my lack of success in these final scenes, and that’s not what I’m 

trying to do here.  I’m merely stating that I know the ending could have been dealt with in a 

better manner, and if ever given another opportunity to direct this play, I would probably 

approach the final scenes with a completely different plan. 

There are some other issues that arose in the final rehearsals that are definitely worth 

mentioning.  I often felt that my focus as the artistic leader was spread too thin in the end.  I 

found myself worrying about logistical problems that significantly pulled my attention away 

from the acting and directing.   

For reasons unclear to me, my lighting designer came to me a few days before the 

weekend of our scheduled tech (Saturday and Sunday, November 24th and 25th), and informed 

me that we did not have enough lighting instruments to light the show.  Apparently a majority of 

the Department’s lighting instruments were being rented out by another theatre company, and the 

lights would not be available to us until late Sunday night.  So we had to reschedule our technical 

rehearsals.  Dry tech (when the cues are run without any actors onstage) was changed to early 

Monday morning, November 26th, and wet tech (when the cues are run with the actors) was 

pushed to that evening’s rehearsal.  It was that evening of wet tech when an extremely 

inconvenient technical difficulty arose, and let it serve as a perfect example of why 

procrastinating in any theatrical setting will always have a negative effect.  In the middle of 

rehearsal a dimmer pack blew, making it impossible to power up the lights and finish the cues in 

a timely fashion.  This technical meltdown occurred two days prior to our first audience, and so 
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we were really scrambling to get the technical aspects of the production together in the final 

days.   

It is frustrating for me to have to recount these events, because my lighting designer and I 

made a sincere effort to prevent this from happening.  We spoke to several members of the 

Department, outlining the situation and calling for help, but in the end I really felt the 

Department only met us halfway.  Being a production manager as my part-time job for a local 

theatre company, I was well aware of what the rental prices on some extra lighting instruments 

would have cost the Department for a week, and my hope was that they would simply rent some 

instruments for us.  Yet the Department was unwilling to spend the money and only squeezed 

two instruments for us from our own inventory.  We were otherwise informed that we had to 

proceed with the Monday tech rehearsals.   

The result of these decisions will probably always be a point of frustration for me as the 

director and as a student of the Theatre Arts Department.  While I was aware that making a 

request for rented instruments was not something common for a lab show, this particular lab was 

special in that it was affiliated with the Honors College, co-sponsored by the French and Italian 

Department, and viewed by a specially qualified judicator from another university.  I expected a 

little more support than we were given.  The circumstances under which we were forced to hold 

our tech rehearsals were extremely difficult, and we surely paid the consequences by losing the 

dimmer pack on that Monday night. 

While the production was accompanied by some negative events, and the ending was 

never properly solidified in my own mind, the experience of directing Eugene Ionesco’s The 

Chairs is primarily positive in my memory and something I will certainly never forget.  I feel I 

grew so much as a director through this process, and gained tools that I will use throughout the 
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rest of my working life in the theatre.  For example, never again will I go into a directing process 

and leave the development of character entirely to an actor, as I did when directing Edward 

Albee’s The Death of Bessie Smith as my first university lab show.  Through this process I 

discovered that, more than anything else, I’m a director who is interested in helping actors make 

the strongest, most honest, and vulnerable choices for the most powerful character development. 
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APPENDIX A 

DIRECTOR’S REHEARSAL SCRIPT 

The following is my “collage” of personal thoughts, actor notes, and artistic ideas as they came 

to me day-to-day in the rehearsal room.  I was never to be seen without my script and pencil in 

hand during rehearsal hours. 

While I acknowledge that this material may not even be readily accessible (or legible) to 

the average reader, it is important information because it gives a visual sense of how I organize 

my thoughts and pursue my artistic agenda during rehearsal. 
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APPENDIX B 

ADVISOR’S NOTES 

Stephen Coleman, my faculty advisor, frequently visited our rehearsals and monitored the 

progress of the show as it developed over the weeks.  With each visit he took a page of notes 

helping to guide my directorial choices. 

While I knew what I wanted for the show, Stephen’s advice often became the means for 

achieving what I wanted.  Many times, I would have instincts that I didn’t know how to 

articulate correctly, and talking with Stephen would help me discover the means for appropriate 

communication. 

I remember one of the greatest notes I received from my advisor was the distinction of 

the actors’ vocal quality in speaking the dialogue.  He said the actors really needed to “bite” into 

the language of the script, therefore acting as a primary agent in pointing and guiding the 

audience through an already absurd and illogical story.  
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