Characters of the “Rhinoceros”

Berenger -  Berenger is the protagonist of the play, an Everyman slacker who finds neither his work in an office nor the culture around him fulfilling. Alienated, yet still confused as to why he has been displaced, he is unwilling to commit himself to anything in life but his love for Daisy. His friend Jean constantly reprimands the submissive Berenger for his uncouth appearance and apathetic attitudes. 

Jean -  Jean is Berenger's foil, a highly cultured, somewhat arrogant and angry young man who prides himself on his rationality. He urges Berenger to be more like him. His occasional lapses, however, expose cracks in his façade of efficiency. 

Logician -  The Logician is a highly rational man who appears only in the first act, but who is referred to several other times. He believes strictly in the laws of logic, though his attempts to prove anything often collapse. 

Daisy -  Daisy is Berenger's love interest. She, too, is fairly uncommitted to anything and does not mind the presence of the rhinoceroses. Nevertheless, she is the one other character of proportion in the play that has an emotional life. 

Botard -  Botard is a senior member of Berenger's office. He is cynical and skeptical, and jealous of Dudard's rising stature. He refuses to believe at first the presence of the rhinos and seeks rational explanations for everything. 

Dudard -  Dudard is a co-worker of Berenger's and a rival for Daisy's affections. He prides himself on his intellect and rationality. 

Papillon -  Papillon is the head of Berenger's office. He privileges work above his employees. 

The Boeufs  -  Mr. Boeuf, another co-worker of Berenger's, appears off-stage only as a rhinoceros. His wife remains devoted to him despite his new form. 

Townspeople  -  The Old Gentleman, the Grocer, the Grocer's Wife, the Housewife, the Café Proprietor, and the Waitress appear in the first act. They are characterized largely by their trivial concerns, though the Old Gentleman is very interested in the Logician. 

Influences and Contemporaries: Creating the Theater of the Absurd

Ionesco was a playwright who came to theater much on accident. As a result his influences were mainly non-theatrical. Ionesco cited the Algerian-French author Albert Camus (1913-1960) as a major influence mainly as an existentialist, although Camus preferred to be thought of as an individual not as belonging to a school of ideology. He also cites the entire surrealist movement in philosophy and poetry but specifically names Guillaume Apollinaire’s  Les Mamelles  de Tiresias (The Breasts of Tiresias) a play described as one of the first surrealist works. In addition Kafka and Dostoyefsky  were also very important writers for Ionesco. Although he was influenced by poetry and philosophy, Ionesco was mainly moved by the events around him. The rise of authoritarian governments across Europe and the world drew his attention. Although written ten years after the end of the war, Rhinoceros was a direct response to the rise of Fascism in Germany and the events leading up to World War II. 

In an era of totalitarianism and fascism, he and his contemporaries drew conclusions about the precarious nature of human life that were to become the theater of the absurd. Jean Genet, Samuel Beckett, Ionesco, and ending with Harold Pinter, refined a genre of work that focused on the godlessness of the universe where human existence has no meaning and eventually all communication breaks down. They speculated that over time, logical construction and argument eventually gives way to irrational and illogical speech which is why the Theater of the Absurd came to it’s ultimate conclusion with Beckett’s 1970 play Breathe  - a play with no dialogue, constructed only of noise. 

All of these playwrights took their cues from each other and were writing their most well known works at the same time which included:

· The Lesson by Eugene Ionesco (1951)
· Waiting for Godot by Samuel Beckett (1952)
· Endgame by Samuel Beckett (1957)
· The Balcony by Jean Genet (1957)
· The Birthday Party by Harold Pinter (1958)
· Rhinoceros by Eugene Ionesco (1959)
· The Caretaker by Harold Pinter (1960)

