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The Chairs, a one-act play by Eugene Ionesco, premiered in Paris in 1952 as an absurdist "tragic farce". A 95-year-old Old Man and his 94-year-old wife anxiously await guests at home, sharing stories from their past. They then enthusiastically welcome invisible visitors, engaging them in conversations and arranging chairs for an ever-growing
audience. The couple's excitement reaches a peak with the arrival of the Emperor, also unseen by the audience. As the Orator takes the stage, the Old Man and his wife leap to their deaths. The Orator attempts to speak but produces only guttural sounds, leaving behind the chairs and the eerie sounds of an invisible crowd. Ionesco described the play
as a "tragic farce", which, like his earlier work The Bald Soprano, belongs to the Theatre of the Absurd. This genre presents a world devoid of meaning or purpose, challenging the audience's perceptions. The Chairs addresses the philosophical concept of "the Absurd", highlighting the conflict between humanity's quest for meaning and its inability to
find it. Ionesco suggests that life is inherently meaningless, and that our experiences are nothing but incomprehensible nonsense. The play revolves around the theme of nothingness, or ontological void. The final moment of the play underscores this, as the empty chairs remain vacant, accompanied by the sounds of an invisible crowd. The curtain falls
on a stage devoid of life, with only fluttering curtains and empty chairs - a poignant representation of a world that may not exist at all. The play's subject is not failure, but rather nothingness, and the world's eventual nonexistence. The couple serves as a microcosm for humanity, with their 75-year marriage representing the two halves of human
existence that are intertwined yet often at odds. Despite their disagreement on mundane matters, they share a recurring dream of arriving at a gate in a garden, symbolizing Ionesco's idea that finding meaning in nothingness is itself meaningful. The Old Man and Woman's loneliness stems from their disconnection from reality, with death serving as
an escape route. Chairs, which proliferate on stage, represent the couple's detachment from the world, while the Usher embodies the illusion of theatre. Ionesco highlights the fragility of human logic, revealing a world where phenomena are seemingly unrelated and absurd. Man refers to an elderly woman as Semiramis, echoing the name of a
legendary ancient Assyrian queen associated with the Tower of Babel. This play's tone is marked by bathos, where anticipation builds up but ultimately fizzles out due to the Orator's silence and incomprehensible written message. Despite this, the play contains comedic elements, such as when the Old Man tries to imitate February and scratches his
head like Stan Laurel. The play only gains meaning if frivolity is given a sense of gravity and farce is treated as tragedy. The Chairs premiered in Paris on April 22, 1952, at the Théatre Lancry, directed by Sylvain Dhomme with Paul Chevalier and Tsilla Chelton. The production was revived several times, including in London, New York, and India,
featuring various actors and directors over the years. When "The Chairs" premiered in Paris in 1952, critics received it differently than other early works by Ionesco, possibly due to the play's somber tone or literal adherence to the text. However, professional writers defended the work, with some even calling it a masterpiece. The London premiere in
1957 sparked controversy after the influential critic Kenneth Tynan expressed his disdain for Ionesco's nihilistic view that human communication is impossible. This led to a heated debate on the role of artists in society, with many notable figures weighing in, including Orson Welles and Michael Billington. Despite the initial negative reaction, "The

Chairs" would go on to be included in lists of the greatest plays due to its powerful image of two elderly people frantically arranging chairs for an invisible audience. Sources: Semiramis, Ionesco's play, was featured in the CLA Journal. Other notable references include Coe's book on Ionesco, Demetre's article on a unique theatrical arrangement of
"The Chairs," and reviews from The Week UK.



