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Concept of theatricality in the interpretation of the postmodern novel

In the article some problems of studying theatricality in the novel resulted from ambiguity of the term and the
elusiveness of its possible theoretical implications are considered. It presents a cultural background to reveal
the essential cultural nature of the phenomenon of theatre that causes the ambiguity and elusiveness of the
concept. In this respect the article presents a discussion on the main features of theatricality attributed to it
throughout different cultural periods. It concludes that the postmodern novel provides the most suitable mate-
rial for studying theatricality in non-dramatic genres. Having studied the researches of theatrical semiotics,
the author has concluded that they are to be considered as a way to avoid elusiveness of the term and to define
it more precisely as a concept of the literature criticism. This discussion is channeled towards an
understanding of which features of theatricality could be most useful in analyzing theatricality in novels. On
this ground, it argues that the concept of theatricality in a literary text involves two main aspects: the structure
of the chronotope and that of the character in the novel.
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Theatricality is a conceptual and interpretive term which today is widely used in many disciplines and
fields of study. French theatrical semioticians are credited with having first coined the term theatricali-
ty (theatralité), meaning by it the specificity of theatre as constituted by the special position of theatre as
anaesthetic system and the specific organization of a theatrical code as the language of the theatrical
art [1; 139]. In modern culture, theatricality appears as a capacious multifaceted philosophical and aesthetical
phenomenon related to different areas of human thought and, though initially originating from the art of
theatre, transcending its boundaries and manifesting itself in all kinds of artistic experience.

The idea of theatricality has been essential throughout the whole history of European culture. Elizabeth
Burns notices that the «part played by the theatrical metaphor as a compelling image in Western literature
makes explicit the continuing presence both of theatricality, and of our awareness of it» [2; 8]. The percep-
tion of the theatre as a model of the universe characterizes some prominent cultural phenomena concerned
with the investigation and comprehension of the nature of human existence, such as the Latin concept of
theatrum mundi or the Shakespearian artistic philosophy coined in the numerous adages of his plays, often
considered as anticipating the ideas of the modern theatre of the absurd:

Life's but a walking shadow, a poor player

That struts and frets his hour upon the stage

And then is heard no more. (Macbeth. Act V, Scene V)

The end of the XIX century and the beginning of the XX century, an epoch from which many of the
important processes of the modern art originated, was characterized by a notable inclination towards the mu-
tual attraction of different kinds of art, the attempt to produce new artistic effects by combining the
languages of different arts and transcending their distinctive limitations. In this situation the attraction of
theatre as an inherently synthetic art was strongly increased. The idea of theatricality was again reactualized.
It can be claimed to be an integral part of the culture of this and the following periods when theatre becomes
an object of versatile and profound artistic exploration. The turn of the century witnessed the revival of dra-
matic art, the rapid upsurge and prosperity of new theatrical practices and theoretical ideas. The competing
staging principles and acting methodologies were conceptually formulated; for the first time in the history of
Western theatre stage directing arises as an independent professional art central for dramatic performance.
Theatre attracted increased attention from artists of different literary movements. However, though such sig-
nificant literary figures as Ibsen, Shaw and Chekhov accomplished the development of realistic drama in its
most representative forms, the idea of theatricality per se was primarily activated by practices opposite to
19" century realism, those of modernism and the avant-garde. Searching for new forms of artistic integration
and expression», «moving beyond the requirements of realismy», these new playwrights reconceived the
visual and verbal codes of theatre. The leaders of Futurism, Expressionism, Dadaism, and Surrealism,

58 BecTHuk KaparaHguHckoro yHusepcureTa



Concept of theatricality in the interpretation of the postmodern novel

rejecting the codes and logic of realism, located the defining traits of their artistic programs in the overt ex-
ploitation of theatre’s «stagedness» [3; 12].

Thus, the stage became an important arena of audacious artistic experiments, which later resulted in an
extraordinary variety of new theatrical conceptions, from Bertold Brecht’s epic theatre to the theatre of the
absurd. Moreover, at that time theatre was widely viewed as a phenomenon whose principles are valid
beyond the art of the stage as such. Among the playwrights, who adhered to these ideas, such dramatists as
Maurice Maeterlinck, August Strindberg, Luigi Pirandello, Alexander Block, and Bertold Brecht can be
named. It was not only considered as the centre of aesthetical and stylistic experiments of the period but it
assigned to itself the task of scrutinizing the dialectics of the social and spiritual life of the epoch, which wit-
nessed an intensive intrusion of art into empirical reality and the conscious aesthetization of everyday life.
This is evident, for example, in the modes of behaviour and art, fusing artistic and everyday practices of
Joris-Karl Huysmans, Oscar Wilde, Andrey Block, Vyacheslav Ivanov, Tristan Tzara, Filippo Tommaso Ma-
rinetti etc. This inspired a desire to carry theatre from the stage into everyday, non-artistic life, beginning
with characteristic attempts to destroy the boundaries of the aesthetical and the non-aesthetical undertaken by
avant-garde artists such as Tristan Tzara and Andre Breton, as well as development of theories of artistic
life-creation important for the ideology of aestheticism and symbolism, as found in the writings of John Rus-
kin, Oscar Wilde, Andrei Bely, and Andre Breton etc.

Furthermore, after the appearance of self-reflective postmodern art and philosophy in the second half of
the XX century, the concept of theatre emerged as a subject of intensive practical and theoretical reflection,
for instance in the writings of Eugene lonesco, Jacques Derrida, and Roland Barthes. The uniqueness of
theatre as a phenomenon present in almost all cultures and societies and capable of producing additional
models of human existence has instigated attempts to explain and interpret it from different methodological
positions — sociological (Guy Debord), anthropological (Milton Singer, Geertz Clifford), and psychological
(Erving Goffman). Nowadays, especially with the proliferation of mass media’s manipulative influence on
conscious and unconscious humanbe haviour, theoreticians of different humanities and social disciplines
readily support and cherish the idea of the total theatricality of the modern life, as well as the theatricality of
the ways of perceiving it. The social consciousness of the modern period has been thought over as based on
the principle of game and the spectacle. Humans and the world have been united not in myth but in the reali-
ty which has become a spectacle through which humans comprehends themselves. Numerous researchers,
such as Guy Debord, Johannes Birringer, Susan Melrose, Juri Lotman, and Worthen have developed
theoretical models of analysis based on the concept of performance, acknowledging that the cultural
consciousness of the XX century is dominated by the ideas of theatre, role-playing, ritual, carnival, and stage
directing. As Marvin Carlson states,

With performance as a kind of critical wedge, the metaphor of theatricality has moved out of the arts in-
to almost every aspect of modern attempts to understand our conditions and activities, into almost every
branch of the human sciences — sociology, anthropology, ethnography, psychology, linguistics. [...] per-
formativity and theatricality have been developed in these fields, both as metaphors and as analytical
tools [3; 30].

The theatrical, masquerading character of social life has been especially emphasized in these kinds of
studies, for its politics, economics and art have been perceived as transformed into a kind of all-embracing
commercialized show managed by the essential traits of stagecraft. Society in these conceptions is
considered to be a result of artificial ritualization of both political behaviour and everyday social activity.

The widest interpretation of the expansive concept of theatricality has obtained in modern philosophical
studies, where it is enlarged and applied to human existence as a whole. It is endowed with an ontological
meaning as an essential, primary quality of reality itself. The idea of Theatrum mundi was reflected and con-
ceptualized as early as in Plato’s Laws: «Every creature is a puppet of the Gods—whether he is a mere play
thing or has any serious use we do not know; but this we do know, that he is drawn different ways by cords
and strings». Nowadays, Peter Ouspensky in 4 New Model of the Universe defines the organization of the
universe in theatrical terms and states that humans are inherently theatrical because the nature surrounding
them always tends to ornamentality and theatricality. Nature itself enjoys the opportunity «to be or to seem
something different from what it in fact is at this time and in this place» [4; 33]. The art of the stage, its prin-
ciples and structure are seen as isomorphic to the «world theatre», as its equivalent and authentic embodi-
ment. «The spectacle is the universal category in which species the world is seen» [5; 346].

As a result, the meaning of the Shakespearian adage «All the world's a stage, And all the men and
women merely players» (As You Like It, Act II, Scene VII), was re-actualized in the new social and cultural
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context of the XXth century and appeared to be highly suitable for reflecting the modern experience and the
mechanisms of its comprehension. At the same time, along with such an expansion of the concept of theatri-
cality and the proliferation of the spheres to which it can be applied and which consider theatricality among
their research interests, the theoretical problems of its definition arise naturally, for it appears almost limit-
less in its possible meanings. In a wide variety of theoretical works theatre has become a universal, all-
inclusive, and hence indistinct, concept: «the idea of theatricality has achieved an extraordinary range of
meanings», say Davis and Postlewait [3; 1]. Thus, in spite of the intense attention of researchers, the term
remains undesirably diffuse. This plethora of applications naturally causes a need to define more precisely
the content of the concept if it is going to be applied as a model for analysis to a concrete field of study.

As demonstrated above, throughout the human culture theatricality has been developing into a model of
human existence, both individual and social. Therefore we consider it crucial to apply this concept for analy-
sis of the most reflective and self-reflective literary genre that is the novel. Studying of theatricality as one of
the constitutive principles of the novel is expected to yield the most interesting insights and findings.
It should be indicated at the outset that our study deliberately leaves aside questions of generic features of
plays and functioning theatricality in dramatic works per se, focusing upon the functioning of theatricality
particularly in the novelistic forms. Examining the novel is considered as especially representative for the
purpose of studying theatricality in non-dramatic genres, due to its specific generic nature as understood and
explicated by Bakhtin. In his conception, the novel as a genre is distinguished by openness, incompleteness
and the lack of a strict canon, which enables the novel to incorporate various generic conventions and pro-
duce different modifications of itself [6; 43]. Further, as can be inferred from Bakhtin’s arguments, the novel
is the most reflective genre of modern literature, and as one of the main objects of its reflection, has its own
generic essence. Being in close contact with contemporary life and directly deriving its inspirations from the
ever developing and complicating reality, it is existing in a continuous search for its own authenticity,
exploring and violating its own limits, establishing and destroying its own principles. This presupposes a
great integrative capacity for the novel, which readily employs the principles of other literary (as well as
non-literary) forms as material out of which to construct its own modifications and to evaluate its own poten-
tiality. In this sense, the art of theatre as a culturally significant and generically distinct phenomenon is sup-
posed to serve a similar function and to fulfil one of the most urgent generic needs of the novel. Besides, as it
has been well acknowledged, the novel is an inherently self-reflective genre, hence it needs constantly to
construct an outer point of view of itself, there is a «need for an auditoriumy, the necessity to constitute the
audience.

In postmodern novel these characteristics of the novel developed into outstanding features.

Regarding theatricality, the particular interest in this mainstream movement of XXth century art and
humanities is determined by the fact that this period has been especially noted for theatricality becoming an
important cultural concept, a part of the integral artistic style of the epoch. The general cultural, sociological,
and political context of the postmodernism era is, as has been stated above, openly theatrical. Picking up the
baton from modernism, its successor sees theatre as an efficient epistemological model, appropriate for in-
vestigating the life beyond the stage per se. It actively expands theatricality into the neighbouring arts and
literary genres, including the novel.

The postmodernism tradition is oriented to the primacy of an artistic form, overtly concerned with theo-
retical issues, such as the processing and mechanisms of narration. Postmodernism’s aesthetic principles are
generally defined by its multi-systemic and multi-coded artistic practices. Employing pastiche — one type of
postmodernist parody, and techniques of intertexuality, postmodernism has become capable of adopting a
variety of forms, structures, and alternative approaches to constructing a literary text. As a self-reflective art,
investigating its own nature, postmodernism is interested in constructing multileveled polyphonic narratives
capable of producing the effects of multiple reflections, which makesthe fabrication of the text emphatically
tangible [7; 28]. It therefore consciously employs the discourses of other arts and different artistic languages
to explore the ultimate boundaries and authenticity of phenomena, as well as the effects of their transgression
and hybridization.

Theatricality as the language of theatrical art has been naturally adopted for these purposes and, along
with the concept of play, has become inherent in the nature of postmodernism. As Davis and Postlewait ar-
gue, theatricality is to be considered as «the definitive condition or attitude for postmodern art and
thought» [3; 39]. Hence, on the one hand, without considering it, any deep comprehension of this art is
actually insufficient; on another hand, due to the overtly histrionic character of postmodernist culture,
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studying its artistic works is found to be particularly illuminating for revealing the nature of theatricality it-
self.

In postmodern literature, theatricality can be considered as one of the devices used in realizing its self-
reflexivity, the novel’s metafictional nature. As Patricia Waugh formulates, «metafiction is a term given to
fictional writing which self-consciously and systematically draws attention to its status as an artefact in order
to pose questions about the relationship between fiction and reality» [7; 2]. She later explains that
metafiction does this by drawing on the traditional metaphor of the world as book modified in terms of con-
temporary philosophical and literary theories; this, in its basic metafictional implications, is analogous to the
metaphor of the world as a theatre.

The theatre metaphor as a means of arranging the metafictional quality of the novel is approached by
Waugh in the section of her book named «All the word’s a stage» where she mostly examines fictionality as
characters «playing roles within fiction» [7; 116]. Actually, in many of her postulates she coincides with
those of Abel on metatheatre. For example, while discussing Muriel Spark’s The Public Image, she explains
the attempts of the novel’s protagonist, who has realized the fiction-making process determining her life and
tries «to step out of her image» [7; 116], in a similar way to Abel’s explanations of Hamlet’s and Don
Quixote’s metatheatrical consciousness. Abel sees their awareness and conscious creating of their own roles
as ways to escape being manipulated by outer scripts [8; 93].

Thus, it can be concluded that the postmodern novel employs theatricality in the function of exploring
and exposing its metafictionality. Though the idea of theatricality has been in various degrees productive
throughout many historical and cultural periods, we argue that it is more fruitful to consider that type which
has been formed in postmodern culture and reflected in postmodern literature. It has appeared to coincide
with the principles of aesthetical conceptions of postmodernism, which thrives on the actualized features of
theatricality, and, in turn, has influenced the concept as well as its theoretical comprehension.

Postmodern novelists intentionally introduce in their works motifs loaded with culturally reflected
meanings, which is one of the prominent functions of theatricality. Their novels exhibit the general principle
of play at the narrative level and use polyphonic and nonhierarchical narrative strategies, which, as Bakhtin
claims, are characteristics of the carnavalized. This results in generic ambiguity and hybridity, which serve
as the base for constructing their multi-generic texts.

Thus, the concept of theatricality is considered as manifesting the characteristic features of works of the
postmodernist art, as well as manifesting the authors’ individual artistic intentions. So theatricality is to be
studied as an aesthetical principle employed by the novelists for organizing their formal and thematic struc-
tures.

To develop the adequate basis for investigating theatricality in the novel genre we have delved into the
theory of theatrical semiotics which appeared to provide us with the most suitable tools and terms for the
analysis. We argue that a semiotic definition works best for the task in hand. The works describing theatrical
semiotics, such as those by Alter [9], Fischer-Lichte [1], Melrose [10] etc. can properly serve as the directing
theory for analysis of novelistic texts. It has been concluded from studying their researches that the decisive
aspects determining theatre as an aesthetical system are theatrical space and time. On this ground, this paper
argues that one of the most significant structural elements through which theatricality is substantiated in
novelistic discourse is that of the theatrical chronotope, and hence it is the most expedient feature to use in
the study of theatricality as applied to an analysis of the novel. Using theatrical conventionality, the novel
reflects and thematizes, literally or metaphorically, the constitutive qualities of theatre as an aesthetical sys-
tem, which become the subjects of artistic reflection.

Thus, the primary aim is to reveal the constitutive principles of the theatrical chronotope and to examine
the ways in which it is embodied in the novel. For this purpose, the novels are to be analyzed as presenting
different variants of texts that employ the theatrical chronotope to exploit its different possible semantic im-
plications.

Thus, theatricality as applied to the novel is to be used as a descriptive term and interpretative concept.
It is one of the possible codes of reading and analyzing multiply-coded postmodern novels. The purpose of
studying is to investigate theatricality as one of the constitutive principles of the modern novel considering
its contextual historical aspects and theoretical applications. The main research intention is to examine the
ways in which the idea of theatricality is substantiated in novelistic discourse, i.e. how the structural features
of theatre as a specific aesthetic system are introduced in literary texts, and how theatricality, in turn, mani-
fests the artistic conception of the authors, i.e. what functional role it has in generating the meanings of the
novels.
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A.Tl. ®unumonosa, JI.M. Xapuronosa, M./[xx.M. Conme3

IHocTMOaEPHUCTIK POMAHHBIH HHTEPIPETANMSACHIHAAFBI TEATPJIAHY KOHIENTICl

Makanazna xoHe pOMaHIaFbl TeaTpJIaHybl 3epTTEYAIH TEPMUHHIH OIpTEKTeC €MeCTiri MEeH OHBIH BIKTHMAl
TEOPUSUIBIK ~ MHTEPIpeTAIMsIapblMeH  HeTi3fesreH  KelOip Mocenenepi KapacThIpbUINBL.  TYCIHIKTIH
OipMarbIHaJIBl €MECTIri MEH MAaFbIHACBHI3ABIFBIH HETI3ICHTIH TapuXHU-MOJCHH KOHTEKCTE YCHIHBIIFAH TeaTp
(eHOMEHI TaOWFATHIH AHBIKTANUTHIH TeaTpIbIH HErisri epekmernikrepi 3eprrenni. [loctMonepHUCTIK pomaH
JpaMalblK €MeC J>KaHpAAFbl TEaTPIIBIKTBI 3€pPTTEy YVIUIH ©H IIbIHAWbl MaTepHaJIAbl YCHIHAIbl JAEreH
KOPBITBIHABI JKkacaiibl. TeaTp ceMHOTHKAchl OOWbIHIIA EHOEKTEpAi 3epTTey Heri3iHAe aBTOp OChI
TY)KBIPBIMJAMAHbIH KOIMaFrbIHAJIbI OOJNybIH OOJNIbIpMayFa oHE oieOMeTTaHy/blH TEPMHUHIH aHbBIKTayFa
KOMEKTECETIH IleKapajJapblH HaKTbUIAYIbl YChIHAABl. POMaHAarbl TeaTpilaHy KOHLENTICIH iCKe achIpaThlH
KOpKEeM MOTIHII YHBIMIACTBIPYABIH JeHreiepi axbIpartbuigsl. OCHI HeTi3e KOPKEeMAIK MOTiHJeTi
«TeaTpiaHy» YFBIMBI €Ki HETIi3Ti acleKTiNeH Typalsl: KOPKEMIIK XPOHOTOIN KYPBUIBIMBI JKOHE POMAHHBIH
CYOBEKTLITIK KYPBIIBIMBL.

Kinm c93c)ep.' T€aTpjiany, IOCTMOJACPHU3M, T€ATP CEMUOTUKACHL, XPOHOTOII.

A.Tl. ®unumonosa, JI.M. Xapuronosa, M./[xx.M. Conme3

KoHuenT TeaTpajibHOCTH B HHTEPNPETALMHU MOCTMOIEPHUCTCKOI0 pOMaHa

B craTtbe paccMOTpeHBI HEKOTOPBIE TPOOIEMBI H3YUSHUS T€aTPAILHOCTH B POMaHe, 00yCIIOBIEHHBIE HEOJHO-
3HaYHOCTBIO TEPMHHA U Pa3MBITOCTBIO €r0 BO3MOXKHBIX T€OpEeTUUECKUX UHTepnpeTanuil. [Ipencrasnen ucro-
PHKO-KYJIbTYPHBII KOHTEKCT JUISl BBISIBIICHHS CYIIHOCTHOI NpUpOIbI (heHOMEHa TeaTpa, 00yCIOBIMBArONIEH
HEOJHO3HAYHOCTh M HEYJIOBUMOCTbH IOHATHS, PACCMOTPEHBI OCHOBHBIC YEpPThl TeaTpanbHOCTU. CrenaH Bbl-
BO/I, YTO MOCTMOJIEPHUCTCKUI pOMaH MPeJOCTaBIsAeT Hanboee ayTeHTUYHBIH MaTepuai Ui U3ydeHus Teat-
panTbHOCTH B HEApaMaTHUECKUX *kaHpax. Ha ocHOBaHMH M3y4YeHHs TPYOB 110 TeaTpalbHOH CEMHOTHKE aBTO-
paMu MpesIoKeHbl HeOOXOAUMbIE YTOUHEHHS TPAHULl JAHHOTO KOHILENTA, TOMOTalolie n36exaTh ero MHO-
TO3HAYHOCTH U ONPEIEINTh KaK TEPMUH JTUTEPATYPOBEACHNS. BbIuneHeHbI Te ypOBHU OpraHU3aIMu XyA0%Ke-
CTBEHHOI'O TEKCTa, KOTOPBIC pealu3yl0T KOHLENT TeaTpalbHOCTU B poMaHe. Ha 3ToM ocHOBaHUU yTBepxka-
€TCsl, UTO MOHSATHE «TeaTPaJbHOCTH» B XYHOXKECTBEHHOM TEKCTE BKIIIOYACT B ceOs Ba OCHOBHBIX acIeKTa:
CTPYKTYPY XyZ0>KECTBEHHOTO XPOHOTOIIA U CyOBEKTHYIO CTPYKTYPY pOMaHa.

Kniouesvie cnosa: TCaTPaJIbHOCTh, HOCTMOACPHNU3M, T€aTpaJlbHas CCMUOTHKA, XPOHOTOII.
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