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ABSTRACT OF THE DOCTORAL THESIS

Keywords: absence, presence, lack, literary character, functions of literary characters, models

of representation, memory, dramaturgy, modernity.

Nowadays, the concept of absence in literature leaves uncovered a perspective of criticism
incapable of accurately fixing its object of study. Our attempt to capture the current state of the
research that focused on the concept of absence revealed a rather narrow overview. The lack of
fundamental studies to investigate the problem of absence is, first of all, since we are dealing
with a concept still unauthorized by literary theories — in other words, an “emerging” concept.
Moreover, the notion of absence does not belong to an epistemological tradition that claims it
with authority. For this reason, the term is currently only partially recoverable from a few
directions such as philosophy, literature, history or psychoanalysis. However, even though we
are facing a term resistant to theorizing, we considered that absence is a concept that deserves
to be "called" to be present to highlight the complexity of literary texts and how they speculate
the dialectical relationship between visibility and invisibility.

Starting from the above-mentioned premises, we addressed the specific issue of the
fascination of whatis “hidden”, as Jean Starobinski calls it, in an attemptto find those situations
in which the study of absence becomes applicable to literature. We have positioned ourselves
with caution towards a term that we intended to move away from the area of impressionist
criticism towards a research area with epistemological authority. Thus, the study aimed to
highlight a series of interrogations specific to a type of literature that, in the mid-twentieth
century, is waiting for Godot or invites on lonesco’s Chairs some invisible guests: what does
the discussion about absence in literary studies help us with? In what terms can we talk about

something or someone who, at no time, makes an entrance on the stage? What is the dynamic
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between presence and absence? Why is the discussion about absence relevant in the current
context of literary research?

The present work, The Absent Character and the Poetics of Absence in Literature had
as its main objective the uncovering of a plan of depth of the term in the reflections on the
literature of the XXt century, in a broad sense, and, in a narrow sense, on dramaturgy. First of
all, we have been able to discovera field of possibilities in which we can build around the notion
of absence. Thus, to properly use the ideas about absence in the specific context of modernity,
in the first part of the thesis we recovered the term from a series of epistemological directions
such as philosophy, psychology, psychoanalysis, fine arts, cinema and the list goes on.

The concept leftin a neglected area of literary theory has been put in the limelight on
several occasions, if not on purpose, at least as a secondary objective, by remarkable exegetes
that have revealed valuable ideas about the concept of absence and the functions of the absent
character,amongwhich we mention William Gruber's study, Offstage Space, Narrative, and the
Theater of the Imagination, the volume Reassessing Theater of the Absurd: Camus, Beckett,
lonesco, Genet and Pinter written by Michael Y. Bennett or the study of L. A.C. Dobrez, The
Existential and Its Exits: Literary and Philosophical Perspectives on the Works of Beckett,
lonesco, Genet and Pinter.

The theoretical framework followed the exegesis of two important names in theatre
studies: Anne Ubersfeld and Patrice Pavis. Therefore, the reflections about the absent character
have particularly focused on the dramatic genre, because itis in the double nature of dramaturgy
to provocatively urge to question the boundaries between visible and invisible space. Thus, by
its polycentric nature, the character credits a paradox that we set out to explore: an absence
“present” in the text, at a discursive level, and invisible or unseen on-stage. For these reasons, a
dialectic that accompanied our approach was the relationship between presence and absence,
which is why we have always positioned our point of view “in the interval”, borrowing the
method that Andrei Plesu uses in his study about the unseen beings (Despre ingeri/About
Angels).

A term whose meanings cannot be easily defined raises several difficulties. Even with a
partial synonymy, the notion of absence can be replaced, by turns, by fragmentary,
incompleteness, nothingness, non-existence, and so on. Thus, in the first part of the study,

Definitions of absence. Within the interval, an important concern was represented by the various



definitions of the term. Definingthe concept of absence is necessary in order to understand what
we keep and what we leave outside the focal lens, to better use the term when reading literature.
Going beyond the simple Aic et nunc convention, of something absent simply because it is not
here and it is not now, we agreed that a definition with which we can operate in this study is that
which, additionally, highlights a subjective dimension of the concept— somethingis absentonly
to the extent that that particular something is missing to someone or to the extent that someone
absent was supposed to be present, or is “called” to be present in Starobinski's terms.

For thisreason, we analyzed the absencein relation to the “games” of memory to observe
how something that is now in absentia remains inseparably connected to the present/presence
through memory. The ideas about absence and how it is linked to the present/presence were
interpreted, having analyzed the reflections on memory in the writings of Aristotle, Friedrich
Husserl, Maurice-Merleau Ponty, Jean-Paul Sartre or Paul Ricoeur. Here we went beyond the
wordy structure of the binomial presence-absence or visible-invisible. We found a way to move
the discussion from an area with a high degree of abstraction to a form recoverable at the level
of the text through signs and symbols that bear a close connection with the absence:
photography, portrait, perfume, etc.

Beyond this first objective of defining the terms, we managed to insert in the first part
of the thesis two new concepts to help us have anuanced perspective upon the dynamic between
presence and absence: more-than-presenceand more-than-absence. The terms have been useful
in discussing those situations that go beyond the definitions of presence and absence. Thus, we
have introduced from this moment forward those perspectives of an accentuated, superfluous,
redundant presence (more-than-presence), respectively of an insufficient presence or of a type
of non-existence which is felt like a form of absence to someone (more-than-absence).

Literary history displays an impressive gallery of absent characters from Greek
Antiquity to contemporary times. A systematization of all the unseen characters would have
been inoperable and, at the same time, incongruent with our objectives. We paid more attention
to the dramaturgy of the twentieth century. In addition to the “economic” reasons of this
selection, we have motivated the choice of this period in the following way: it is the period in
the history of dramaturgy that imposes most originally the absent character as a dramatic
strategy in some of the most famous plays in the repertoire of the early twentieth century. Given

these considerations, the cutout that we considered beneficial in exposing the polymorphism of



the absent character included works by Eugen Ionescu, Eugene O'Neill, Tennessee Williams
and Samuel Beckett, even though we are sure that we could have put in the same frame other
important names of dramaturgy such as Luigi Pirandello, Edward Albee or Jean Anouilh, just
to mention a few.

In the second part of the thesis, Aspects of Absence in the XX Century Dramaturgy:
Models of Analysis, the main objective was represented by the analysis of the forms and figures
of the absent characters, as they are represented in a selection of plays representative for our
research topic. The first chapter that opens the series of analyses is dedicated to Eugene O'Neill.
Absence and the Romantic Imagination. The Absent Character in Eugene O'Neill's Theatre is
the chapter in which we have explored the strategies of constructing the absent character in two
of the American playwright's best-known plays: Mourning Becomes Electra and Strange
Interlude. In the first place, the character is created in praesentia, in relation to the other
characters, so that later the same character is evicted from the stage, in absentia, leaving room
for the shock wave specific to major losses. Here we focused on the strategies of bringing in
praesentia something or someone that has ceased to exist and the ways the present characters
survive the loss. Thus, we found two important strategies: romantic imagination and
compensative otherness. If the first show the capacity of the present character to insert himself
into a fictional narrative in which his existence continues alongside the memory of the absent
character, with the help of romantic imagination, the second strategy proposes the perspective
in which an identity transfer is made between an absent and a present character; the spirit of
someone absent finds a way to survive in a present body.

The second chapter, Tennessee Williams and The Derealization Model. The Character
in Crisis and the Crisis of the Character in A Streetcar Named Desire explores the absence in
close relationship with the psychological profile of the characters. The exegesis engages a
theoretical language borrowed from the epistemological system refined by the philosophical and
psychoanalytic thinking of Sigmund Freud, Carl Gustav Jung, Jacques Lacan or Emmanuel
Levinas. In the drama A4 Streetcar Named Desire, Tennessee Williams illustrates some nuances
of absence: we have on the one hand the absent characters Allan Grey and Shep Huntleigh and,
on the other hand, absence as a form of derealization in the case of the female character, Blanch
DuBois. Characters with the vocation of failure, the presentones compete by the degrading state

of their condition, with the precarious nature of the absent ones. The absence, in Tennessee



Williams' play, involves two coordinates: we have the prospect of a loss (the death of Blanche's
husband) and the prospect of an unattainable dream (Blanche dreams of something she cannot
have, of a saviour who, in fact, does not exist).

The third chapter brings us closer to the regime of a theatre that gives a new prosthesis
of meaning to the absent character. Eugen lonescu and The Poetics of The Absurd. lonescu’s
Creation Between More-Than-Presence and More-Than-Absence places the term of absence in
a space thatis no stranger to whatis represented off-stage, to whatthe textkeeps in the invisible:
the theatre of the absurd. The guests of the elders in The Chairs are invisible, the knife with
which the teacher kills his student in 7he Lesson might be invisible, while some on-stage
characters are insufficiently present (The Orator in The Chairs). The tragic farce proposed by
the playwright of Romanian origins disguises the lack in abundance (more-than-presence),
while the characters no longer have the strength to develop a body, thus remain unseen (more-
than-absence). Language becomes an important way of vectoring a type of absence
camouflaged in verbiage: there is a lot of talking going on to fill some significant gaps
(cognitive, relational, etc.). Moreover, the term absence is authorized in several absurd situations
such as the search for a missing Godot (Victims of Duty) or the proliferation of a corpse
(Amedeu).

The fourth and final chapter of our hermeneutical proposals is devoted perhaps to the
most well-known absent character in world literature: Godot. Samuel Beckett and the Godot-
centrist Revolution. Towards the Poetics of Absence in Waiting for Godot is the analytical
segment that aims to go beyond the tradition that seeks to answer the question of who is Godot?
Although this direction is far from beingoutdated, we nevertheless considered thatthe following
interrogation is better intentioned concerning the objectives of our research: why do we have
Godot? Rephrasing the premise from which we started, we wonder what exactly does the
absence of Godot displace in the scenario in which someone present (Vladimir and Estragon) is
waiting for someone or somethingwho is absentbutis expected to make an entrance atany time
(Godot). The absurd situation lies not in the fact that Godot never appears on-stage, but in the
fact that two friends are held in place by the promise of a meeting that has not been made at any
time, by someone who is more-than-absent.

The ineffable nature of the absent character raised several difficulties in developinga

study that would systematize the perspectives of absence in a manner thatwould give adherence



and relevance to the uses of the conceptin literature. However, the present study manages to
offer innovative nuances to the term of absence, a perspective that could further explore a

research topic insufficiently studied in dramaturgy.

SELECTIVE BIBLIOGRAPHY
Primary sources:

Beckett, Samuel. Asteptindu-I pe Godot. Traducere de Gellu Naum. Bucuresti: Editura Univers,
1970.

—. Lessness. London: Calder & Boyars, 1970.

—. Opere Il. Murphy. Watt. Vis cu femei frumoase si nu prea. Trans. Veronica D. Niculescu.
lasi: Editura Polirom, 2012.

—. Opere IIl. Molloy. Malone murind. Nenumitul. Trans. Ileana Cantuniari Gabriela si
Constantin Abaluta. lasi: Editura Polirom, 2011.

—. Sfarsit de partida. Trans. Stefana Pop. Cluj: Editura Apostrof, 2000.

Ionesco, Eugéne. Ucigasi fara simbrie. Teatru. Traducere de Dan C. Mihailescu. Vol. 1L
Bucuresti: Editura Univers, 1995.

—. Victimele datoriei. Teatru. Traducere de Dan C. Mihdilescu. Vol. 1. Bucuresti: Editura
Univers, 1994,

O'Neill, Eugene. Teatru. Traducere de Costache Popa, Elena Galaction, Sima Zamfir, loan
Comsa Petru Comarnescu. Vol. I. Bucuresti: Editura pentru Literaturd Universala, 1968.
O'Neill, Eugene. Teatru. Traducere de Petru Comarnescu si Margareta Sterian. Vol. I
Bucuresti: Editura pentru Literatura Universala, 1968.

Williams, Tennessee. Teatru. Traducere de Anda Boldur, Dana Crivat, Mihnea Gheorghiu.
Bucuresti: Editura Univers, 1978.

Williams, Tennessee. "Un tramvai numit dorintd." Teatru american contemporan. Traducere de
Dorin Dron. Vol. 2. Bucuresti: Editura pentru Literatura Universald, 1967. 109-212.

—. Un tramvai numit dorinta. Trandafirul tatuat. Noaptea iguanei. Trans. traducere de
Antoaneta Ralian. Bucuresti: Editura ART, 2018.

Secondary sources:

Adam, Jean-Michel si Francoise Revaz. Analiza povestirii. Traducere de Sorin Parvu. lasi:
Institutul European, 1999.
Adler, ThomasP. 4 Streetcar Named Desire: The Moth and the Lantern. Boston: Twayne, 1990.

10



Aristotel. De anima. Parva naturalia. Traducere de N. I. Stefanescu, Serban Mironescu and
Constantin Noica. Bucuresti: Editura Stiintifica, 1996.

—. Poetica. Traducere de acad. prof. C. Balmus. Bucuresti: Editura Stiintifica, 1957.
Auerbach, Erich. Mimesis. Reprezentarea realitatii in literatura occidentala. Trans. 1.
Negoitescu. lasi: Editura Polirom, 2000.

Bachelard, Gaston. Poetica spatiului. Traducere de Irina Badescu. Pitesti: Editura Paralela 45,
2003.

Badiou, Alain. On Beckett. Trans. Alberto Toscano and Nina Power. Manchester: Clinamen
Press, 2003.

Balota, Nicolae. Labirint. Eseuri critice. Bucuresti: Editura Eminescu, 1970.

—. Lupta cu absurdul. Bucuresti: Editura Univers, 1971.

Beckett, Samuel. Proust. Traducere de Vlad Russo. Bucuresti: Editura Humanitas, 2004.
Barck, Karlheinz et al. Astetische Grundbegriffe (AGB). Historisches Worterbuch in sieben
Bénden. Vols. Band 1. Absenz - Darstellung. Stuttgart: Verlag J. B. Metzler, 2010.

Barry, Elizabeth. Beckett and Authority. The Uses of Cliché. New York: Palgrave Macmillan,
2006.

Barthes, Roland. Camera luminoasd. Insemndri despre fotografie. Traducere de Virgil
Mlesnita. editia a [I-a. Cluj: Editura Idea Design & Print, 2009.

Battaglia, Salvatore. Mitografia personajului. Traducere de Alexandru George. Bucuresti:
Editura Univers, 1976.

Bennett, Michael Y. Reassessing the Theatre of the Absurd. Camus, Beckett, lonesco, Genet,
and Pinter. New Y ork: Palgrave Macmillan, 2011.

Bigsby, C.W.E. Modern American Drama, 1945-2000. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University
Press, 2004.

Bloom, Harold (ed.). Tennessee Williams - Updated Edition. New York: Bloom's Literary
Criticism, 2007.

Cap-Bun, Marina. Intre absurd si fantastic. Incursiuni in apele mirajului. Pitesti: Editura
Paralela 45,2001.

—. "The Fantastic Presences-Absences in The Chairs by Eugeéne lonesco." Analele Universitatii
"Ovidius" din Constanta. Seria Filologie Vol. XXIIL.nr. 1 (2012): pp. 163-172.

Corbin, Alain, Jean-Jacques Courtine and Georges Vigarello (coord.). Istoria corpului.
Traducere de Simona-Aida Manolache, Gina Puica, Giuliano Sfichi, Mugurag Constantinescu.
Vol. I. De la Renastere la Secolul Luminilor. Bucuresti: Editura Art, 2008.

Deleanu, Horia. Teatru — Antiteatru — Teatru. Bucuresti: Editura Cartea Roméaneasca, 1972.
Dobrez, L. A. C. The Existential and Its Exits: Literary and Philosphical Perspectives on the
Works of Beckett, lonesco, Genet and Pinter. London: Bloomsbury Publishing Plc., 2013.
Eagleton, Terry. How to Read Literature. London: Yale University Press, 2013.

Eco, Umberto. Lector in fabula. Traducere de Marina Spalas. Bucuresti: Editura Univers, 1991.
—. Limitele interpretarii. Traducere de Stefania Mincu si Daniela Bucsa. Constanta: Editura
Pontica, 1996.

—. Opera deschisa. Traducere de Cornel Mihai Ionescu. Bucuresti: Editura pentru Literatura
Universala, 1969.

Eliade, Mircea. Aspecte ale mitului. Traducere de Paul G. Dinopol. Bucuresti: Editura Univers,
1978.

Esslin, Martin. The Field of Drama. How The Signs of Drama Create Meaning on Stage and
Screen. London: Methuen Publishing Ltd, 1987.

—. The Theatre of the Absurd. New York: Anchor Books. Doubleday & Company, Inc., 1961.

11



Forster, E. M. Aspecte ale romanului. Traducere de Petru Popescu. Bucuresti: Editura pentru
Literatura Universala, 1968.

Foucault, Michel. Cuvintele si lucrurile. Traducere de Bogdan Ghiu si Mircea Vasilescu.
Bucuresti: Editura Univers, 1996.

Freud, Sigmund. Introducere in psihanaliza. Prelegeri de psihanaliza. Psihopatologia vietii
cotidiene. Traducere de Dr. Leonard Gavriliu. Bucuresti: Editura Didactica si Pedagogica, 1990.
—. Trei eseuri privind teoria sexualitatii. Traducere de Nicolae Anghel. Bucuresti: Editura
Maiastra, 1991.

Gordon, Lois G. Reading Godot. New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 2002.
Greimas, A. J. Despre sens: eseuri semiotice. Traducere de Maria Carpov. Bucuresti: Editura
Univers, 1975.

Gruber, William. Offstage Space, Narrative, and the Theatre of the Imagination. New Y ork:
Palgrave Macmillan, 2010.

Hirsch, Foster. A Portrait of The Artist. Port Washington, N.Y./ London: Kennikat Press Corp.,
1979.

Husserl, Edmund. Criza umanitatii europene si filosofia (si alte scrieri). Traducere de
Alexandru Boboc. Cluj-Napoca: Editura Grinta, 2009.

—. Meditatii carteziene. Traducere de Aurelian Craiutu. Bucuresti: Editura Humanitas, 1994.
—. Phantasy, Image Consciousness, and Memory (1898—1925). Trans. John B. Brough. Vol.
XI. Dordrecht, The Netherlands: Springer, 2005.

Ionesco, Eugéne. Note si contranote. Traducere de lon Pop. Bucuresti: Editura Humanitas,
1992.

—. Prezent trecut, trecut prezent. Traducere de Simona Cioculescu. editia a 1I-a. Bucuresti:
Editura Humanitas, 2018.

Jean-Blain, Marguerite. Eugene lonesco: mistic sau necredincios? Traducere de Monica
Gradinaru. Bucuresti: Editura Curtea Veche, 2010.

Le Breton, David. Antropologia corpului si modernitatea. Traducere de Doina Lica. Timisoara:
Editura Amarcord, 2002.

—. Despretacere. Traducere de Constantin Zaharia. Bucuresti: Editura ALL Educational, 2001.
Levinas, Emmanuel. Totalitate si infinit. Eseu despre exterioritate. Traducere de Marius
Lazurca. lasi: Editura Polirom, 1999.

Merleau-Ponty, Maurice. Fenomenologia perceptiei. Traducerede llies Campeanu si Georgiana
Vitdjelu. Oradea: Editura Aion, 1999.

—. The Visible and the Invisible. Trans. Alphonso Lingis. Evanston: Northwestern University
Press, 1968.

Pandolfi, Vito. Istoria teatrului universal. Traducere de Lia Busuioceanu si Oana Busuioceanu.
Vol. IV. Bucuresti: Editura Meridiane, 1971.

Patapievici, Horia-Roman. Omul recent. Bucuresti: Editura Humanitas, 2001.

—. Partea nevazuta decide totul. Bucuresti: Editura Humanitas, 2015.

Paulhan, Jean. Florile din Tarbes sau Teroarea in Litere. Traducere de Adrian Tudurachi. lasi:
Editura Universitdtii "Alexandru loan Cuza", 2015.

Plesu, Andrei. Despre ingeri. Bucuresti: Editura Humanitas, 2003.

—. Minima moralia. Bucuresti: Editura Cartea romaneasca, 1988.

Punday, Daniel. Narrative Bodies: Toward a Corporeal Narratology. New York: Palgrave
Macmillan, 2003.

Ricoeur, Paul. Memoria, istoria, uitarea. Traducere de Ilie Gyuresik si Margareta Gyuresik.
Timisoara: Editura Amarcord, 2001.

12



Saddik, Annette J. Tennessee Williams and The Theatre of Excess. The Strange, The Crazed,
The Queer. UK: Cambridge University Press, 2015.

Sartre, Jean-Paul. Fiinta si neantul. Eseu de ontologie fenomenologica. Traducere de Adriana
Neacsu. Pitesti: Editura Paralela 45, 2004.

—. Imaginatia. Traducere de Narcisa Serbanescu. Oradea: Editura Aion, 1997.

Seiler, Sascha. Zwischen Anwesenheit und Abwesenheit. Stuttgart: J. B. Metzler Verlag, 2016.
Sklovski, Viktor Borisovici. "Arta ca procedeu." Ce este literatura? Scoala formala rusa
(Antologie). Traducere de Mihail Nasta. Bucuresti: Editura Univers, 1983. 382-396.

Sontag, Susan. Despre fotografie. Traducere de Delia I. Zahareanu. Bucuresti: Editura Vellat,
2014.

Starobinski, Jean. Melancolie, nostalgie, ironie. Traducere de Angela Martin. Bucuresti: Editura
Meridiane, 1993.

—. Textul siinterpretul. Traducere de Ion Pop. Bucuresti: Editura Univers, 1985.

Surer, Paul. Teatrul francez contemporan. Traducere de Sanda Rapeanu. Bucuresti: Editura
pentru Literatura Universala, 1968.

Thomson, Stephen. "‘IT'SNOT MY FAULT SIR’: The Child, Presence and Stage Space in
Ubersfeld, Anne. Reading Theatre. Trans. Frank Collins. Toronto: University of Toronto Press,
1999.

—. Termenii cheie ai analizei teatrului. Traducere de Georgeta Loghin. lasi: Institutul
European, 1999.

Vianu, Tudor. Arta prozatorilor romdni. Bucuresti: Editura Lider, 1999.

Voda-Céapusan, Maria. Dramatis personae. Cluj-Napoca: Editura Dacia, 1980.

Zamfirescu, lon. Panorama dramaturgiei universale. Bucuresti: Editura Enciclopedica
Romana, 1973.

13



