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Abstract

Key-words: Visniec, theater, drama, decomposition, poetics, Cabaret Dada, ,, The
Man from whom Evil was extracted”, Decomposed-Theatre”, absurdity, alienation,
crisis, involution, regression.

This paper proposes an itinerary in the field of drama written by Matei
Visniec, a "Don Quixote" of the Romanian drama, as Alex Stefanescu calls him, in
order to highlight the poetics of decomposition, the mechanisms which produce it and
the stances of it, as occurring in the text.

We do not want to prove what is obvious, the exegesis has already
ackowledged, although quite in a shy way, the term ,poetics of decomposition,,
mainly for the series of short pieces of Decomposed Theatre or the Human Trashcan.

However, we can notice that this decomposition, exquisitely hidden under the
veil of metaphor is, in one form or another, present in other plays, for example in
Omul din care a fost extras raul (The Man from Whom the Evil Was Extracted), the
latest play created by Visniec. In this respect, our thesis benefitted of texts that have
not been yet “touched” by exegesis, an advantage but also a risk that we have taken.

We considered that the absurd is a sufficiently important factor which
"produces" decomposition, a sense of absurd overshadowing the contemporary world,
seen in all its forms. That does not mean that Visniec is a playwright of the absurd,
but a different, unmistakable successor of the line Beckett-lonesco-Adamov. In a
broader framework, we found that dramatic genre is often marginalized and poorly
approached, the performance status (mainly concerning Visniec’s work) prevails to
the prejudice of the literary text. Our theoretical and analytical incursion is justified
by the fact that Matei Visniec is a modern playwright, on his way towards a large
process of literary expansion and this fact compels literary criticism to have a certain
rhythm of decryption, the few existing monographs are already outdated by the
prolific genius of the playwright. The phenomenon of crisis that marks the beginning
of this century affects human existence itself and the way it relates to the universe,
becoming a sort of "replay" of existentialism from the beginning of the past centuries,
the search of the identity goes on and logical mechanisms of existence are still
dysfunctional. In this context of modern individual crisis, we started our approach by
outlining the concepts of existentialism and the notion of the absurd as a factor

causing dissolution, decay and alienation.



Chapter I presents a summary of the main philosophical concepts which
tangentially tackles or specifically define the absurd. Existentialists have boarded the
fundamental issues of human existence: grief, loneliness, fear, guilt, spiritual void, the
limits of reason, the tragic deadlock of human condition, their starting point being the
human being and how it is developping. Trying to unloose the meanings of the absurd
seen in its logical and philosophical dimensions contributes to the understanding and
knowledge of its aesthetic dimensions.

The three philosophers discussed in this chapter are Sgren Kierkegaard, Jean Paul
Sartre and Albert Camus.

For Kierkegaard, the absurd is giving up reason and acting power against
logic. As it appears for the Danish thinker, the absurd is a form of paradox and the
best example of paradox is offered by the myth of Abraham, that while preparing to
sacrifice his son, is acting in accordance with the absurd, defying logic and ethics.
Paradox is a "leap to faith", the transition from objective knowledge to subjective
religious faith, acceptance of some theses that can not be justified by reason. For
Sartre, we used the following philosophical works: Existentialism is a Humanism,
Being and Nothingness, critical essay What is literature? and the philosophical novel
Nausea, as an invitation to re-discover things through reflection and analysis, as well
as plays like The Flies and No Exit. The Myth of Sisyphus, the camusian
philosophical protest against the absurd is the starting point for any discussion
concerning man's situation in the universe. The philosophical reflections mirrored in
Myth of Sisyphus are echoed in the literary works, the novel The Stranger depicting
,man’s nudity in the face of the absurd” as Camus said in Carnets. The border event
and the appeal to the wakefulness are highlighted in the novel The Plague. Anxiety,
nausea, feeling of "guilt" (dominating Kierkegaard), alienation and particularly the
absurd, are nowadays the terms on which we discuss about our own existence.

In Chapter II we pointed out the main critical interventions on the
phenomenon of the absurd in literature field. For Romanian literature, the most
important landmark still remains the critical study of Nicolae Balotd, Lupta cu
absurdul (Struggling the absurd) on which we overlapped another great name Martin
Esslin with his reference work, The Theater of the Absurd. 1 recently joined over their
perspective a new one (2006) offered by Professor Neil Cornwell and his book The
Absurd in Literature. We found out that there are not substantial differences between

the three critics, their views are converging in establishing the literary roots of the



absurd. The subsections included in Chapter II summarize the main strands or roots of
the absurd in literature which can be easily found in the theatre written by Visniec.
Verbal nonsense, delirium, grotesque, irony, irrational and props elements of the
absurd theater are harmoniously combined in innovative forms, constituting the core
of the plays.

Analyzing some plays included in the vast repertoire of dramatic texts signed
by Visniec, Chapter III establishes the unique place that the author occupies in
contemporary drama. The diversity of opinions and the oscillating position (absurd -
postmodern) of critics in giving a real name of the sign under Matei Visniec wrote,
raise serious issues in classifying his drama. Nevertheless, the only term which
remains somewhat constant when talking about Visniec is absurd, the most often cited
term. From this perspective, it is impossible to see his drama out of the area of absurd
literature or the absurd theatre.

Starting with the author’s evidences regarding literary influences that shaped
his creating consciousness, we traced, by text analysis the intertextual commutes that
Visniec makes between past and present. Between Beckett and Checkov, between
,the Beckettian waiting” and the appaling atmosphere from Chekhov works, between
Ionescu’s crisis of language and Urmuz’s automatism, passed through Caragiale’s
school, Matei Visniec establishes his own pattern, his own landmark. The tribute
plays are invariably in the author’s creation the last in this series being Dada Cabaret,
on which there is a special subchapter. In this work, we can find in nuce the history
and the aesthetics of a controversial movement, artistically transposed, by an effort of
creation, in a play with an open end suggesting that our existence goes on irrationally,
although the war is over and literature turned back to its meaning, more or less.

Considering the idea that for Visniec, writing can be defined as a protest, a
release of inner despair, a denunciation of some limits almost irreversible where man
is pushed, willingly or not, we analyzed the texts forming the hypertext ,,Decomposed
Theatre”.

Thus, chapter IV accurately unveils the itinerary of human condition. From
our perspective, this itinerary is ,,a history” of involution beginning with Omul din
cerc, passes through Omul-pubela and stops when it is found the amazing solution to
weed aut the evil, living with the rats.

From the first play, The Man from the Circle and up toThe Traveller, the play

closing the circle of decomposition in 2011 edition, we see the representation of



human stances in their reduction process, of inhibition, of going into the abyss, into
the nothingness, of cancelling identity up to fusing into nothingness, with the
ridiculous.

His inability to balance ,,I am” and ,,we are”, the lack of authenticity in human
relationships build invisible borders but are accutely sent by the burdened human
being that accepts resignedly and helplesly, the isolation and solitude.

The way in decomposition always starts in and through solitude. Decomposed
Theatre or The Human Trashcan emphasises the man and it is the preliminary stage
of a deep dehumanization of humanity from the following play, The Man from whom
Evil was extracted. Most of the modules Teatrului descompus (Decomposed Theatre)
subtly the resumption of a thematic absurd seeming abandonned, at a certain point.

Annihilated, altered in its most intimate part of its being, the logical
competences go weak and possible radical solutions proposed for brain washing have
no effect or...... on the contrary. This brainwashing representing ,,the ideal freedom,
the force to fully live individual and social ecstasy, supreme happiness”, is the great
beheading of man from consciousness and moral values that make possible and even
acceptable the conversion to a rat state.

The radicalization of poetics of decomposition is covered in chapter V where
there is reference to another ilogic process of dehumanization, the one imposed by
Ionesco in his Rhinoceros. If Ionesco tries to revalue human existence even by
confronting man to the absurd of his existence, as Bérenger (Ionesco’s alter-ego)
remains the only one not turned into a rhino, Visniec, radical and prophetic, it prove
sus the the image of the absurd goes on in a fulminant, devastating and even more
tragic form: the imposing rhino turns into a rat in The Man from whom Evil was
extracted.

More recently, printed in 2014, the analysis and deciphering of symbols and
metaphysical level proved to be a challenge but also an assumed risk. Being in these
two states, journalist and playright, Matei Visniec denounces the IlIrd millenium
scourge: a reversal of values through a manipulative power of news in media or talk-
shows where people are brainwashed by TV and lose their cultural identity as a
aresult of globalization. The obsessive metaphor of the rat that helps man is a topic
that appears in other plays La mémoire des serpilleres (Memory of Rags), the novel
Preventive Disorder and in Le roi, le rat et le fou du roi (The King, the Rat and the

King’s Fool). In Decomposed Theatre the main ,.character” is surprised in his



decaying process and in Omul din care...(The Man from whom Evil..), the
perspective is changed, is vertical and is above the individual to capture the
decomposing process of ...... humanity.

From theatrum mundi we reach circus mundi through ,,philosophical fable”
and ,,journalistic fiction”, a regression process of humanity realized by progressists
means, modern, real, with immediate effect and impact.

The picture of evil under all its aspects, is the only ,,valid” image of humanity
and the one that deserves being exploited, the passage from ,logocentrism to
iconocentrism” (in David Lyon’s terms) is a dominant stage of postmodern culture
that Visniec fully exploits. Human decomposition is metaphorically recomposed
under the image of ,, a rat”. Subtle and cunning, the metaphor denounces the meaning
of the way Visniec’s world directs to. The vertical direction ,,up” or at least
horizontal, are excluded, th only possible one being vertical ,,down”, by descending,
regression, involution

Chapters VI and VII are approached differently because we have used
concepts from psychology although they deal with elements that have been under the
critic eye of exegesis.

Chapter VI represents an analysis of the trauma. ,,Existential trauma”, ,,trauma
of loss”are notions used in psychotraumatology, concepts that we have identified at
the level of characters and dramatic situation structure.

Trauma causes a psychological breach, threatens integrity and coherence of
the self and the characters from Hotel Europa complet pass through this existential
trauma caused by the war from the ex Yugoslavia. There are certain emotional
conflicts developping that the characters try to solve.

We referred to PTSD, post traumatic stress disorder, for instance, the
character, MOTHER presenting a higher degree of this diosrder than FATHER. These
are identified in the text, whether by dead SON that wanders around in the world of
the living, or appear in didascalia or into the remarks of the NEW NEIGHBOUR.

The following quotes from the play outline posttraumatic symptoms of
MOTHER: ,;she does not even cry ”, ,,You would say that her heart has hardened”
»Something retains her, she is jammed”, she carefully gathers the fragments of a plate
and repeatedly puts them on the table, she walks in circles in the room, sat at the table,
remains still, gazing into vacancy ,,sometimes we remain like that for hours, the three

of us, silent and motionless”, ,,my mother does not eat or drink anything”.



And THE NEW NEIGHBOUR observes physical changes, resulting from a
mintal trouble: ,,it seemed very weak tom e, you would say that she is emaciated, she
melts everyday because of the pain”, ,,if she goes on like that, she will suffocate”,
»according to my opinion, your wife is exerted, she will not hang on for long if she
does not find a tomb for the boy”.

Trauma, particularly when it brings death, causes a deep disorder in
community and from this point of view, we can assert that the characters that ,,live”
within this space of this dramatic text are victims, case studies, any connection is
fractured and dissolved, the absurd of reality goes beyond the absurd of fiction. In
opposition, all from the underground, once ennemies are now friends and heroes as
death erases rivalries and good cohabitation can exist only into the other world.

Chapter VII continues the investigation from the psychological point of view,
of the decomposition of the mintal, psychologic self. The two characters, Dorra and
Kate, turn, from our perspective, true subjects that can be analyzed in accordance with
the Freudian grid, that Visniec himself recalls. Freudian kez concepts, like neurosis,
outpouring, frustration, aggressiveness are briefly defined and then acknowledged at
the level of dramatic strategies: dramatic monologue, transcripts from the diary,
letters. KATE and DORRA reform a healing process of the rape trauma, beyond the
text. In Freud’s conception, neurosis appears due to the conflict between I and the self
and from this point of view, Dorra completely fits the neurotics symptoms. Thus, we
have proved that Visniec’s writing can be interpreted from the psychological point of
view, an abyssal survey of psychological defragmentation to which human can be
submitted. Meeting the abnormity of history, its losses and traumas that a human
being goes through his short dream on the Earth, lead to alteration and psychological
dissolution.The two plays analyzed in these chapters (VI and VII) represent another
way of decomposition, this time at the level psychological mechanisms of the
individual, of his psychological life.

In chapter VIII, we wanted to emphasise an aspect of Visniec’s universe that is
less aprroached by critics, the mechanical world. We have tracked the idea of
mechanism, machinery, device, everything that can be submitted to the laws of
physics, technical products common or possibly achievable, automatisms, all called
,mechanical world”. Analyzing them slightly, we may notice they are only
auxiliaries, minor instruments from Visniec’s plays, poet of dramatic art for whom

,the power of the art of word relies at the heart of his preoccupations”, used to assert



Didier Plassard. We can claim that his plays involve two types of relations: human-
animal (dogs, horses, spiders, snails, rats, butterflies that devour, hybrid animals) and
human-mechanic (puppets, computers, drink dispensers, inflatable dolls, machineries
that pick up corpses, TVs). Forcing the boundaries of human that is already alienated,
has as a result, its transformation into a mechanism, as a last solution of survival or a
form of protest to the contemporray absurd. The acute process of disintegration leaves
behind a being that is incapable to be human, the individual’s crisis influences its
signified in the text, the character. Transgressing the limit of human is realized not
only by descending into the subhuman but also by adopting a mechanical mask, the
characters are transformed into real mechanisms that cannot be stopped.

In this category we have THE MAN WITH THE CELLO, THE LADY
WITH VEIL, THE LADY WITH THE CELLO (What shall we do with the cello?),
the pairs WOMAN 1- MAN 1, WOMAN 2 -MAN 2 from Man who speaks by himself
and other characters.

We have committed to a difference between characters with mechanical mask
and mechanisms with human mask, the latter ones retrieving human side lost in the
era of self-alienation. For the second series, we can see inflattable dolls asking for
water (Nota de plata mecanicalThe mechanical Bill), computers that go aut of order
due to a poem (Asteptati sa se mai potoleasca aceasta canicula/Wait for this
Heatwave to calm down), the drink dispenser that speaks and sighs like people
(Paparrazi or Chronicle of an Aborted Sunrise), the killing machine behind the door
(Usa/The Door), desktops and Tvs that have hands (The Man from whom Evil was
extracted).

The presence of mechanisms in Visniec’s plays is annoying, sinuous,
mysterious, sometimes with lyrical accents, it does not kill, but surely, fines human in
most intimate aspects. Hidden under this character, mechanisms, machineries turn
into a metaphor of destructuration, of removing the structure that gives human
peculiarity, reducing it to a simple formula. On the other hand, mechanisms subtly
anthropomorphize, acquiring sensitivity, launching philosophical questions, go
beyond their condition and become real human substitutes

The conclusions that can be traced after ending theoretical and applicative
demarche, underline the fact that Visniec’s work is an exact reflection of

dehumanization through decomposition.



In a world that lost all its landmarks and ilogic rules everywhere, abuse and
nonsense are dominant principles, human being undergoes serious transformations.
The author builds up apocalyptical images and terrifying visions denouncing a crisis
of human identity. No word is exempted by decomposition and dissolution, some
pictures from The Man from whom Evil was extracted are real linguistic cemeteries
where words and syllable are burried. Transposing this crisis into text, through means
that are specific to dramatic genre, is related to innovative and creative capacities, of a
crafted expression that can be found in over 30 years of playwriting.

Visniec builds up his vision on an elaborated imaginary that turns into a lens
of knowing reality, the virtual world is in competition with the real one. The
characters are whether invaded by fear, they cannot speak, living in silence or
whispering, go obsolete in a larva state or garbage bin, or they go towards a
transgression of life, sanctified by a pact with the rat. Any of these stances (in circle,
bin, devoured or self-devoured, sunk into delirium next to animals, purifyed by his
brain, prisoner of the space, endeavored in wounds-mirror, chaotically running away),
this reflects only a single way: involution and decay.

Regarded under this apect, we can assert that Visniec’s dramaturgy of human
involution built up on an innovative concept, on new dramatic structures. While,
humanity gives up some values and copies absurd models, it absorbs thoughtlessly
aberations from the media, Visniec’s dramaturgy turns into an accute metaphoric

protest, an alarm signal for those understanding the metaphysical level of his plays.
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