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1. Abstract

This project proposes to investigate
Pirandello’s dramma, with focus on the
five plays collected in Naked Masks, as an
interface between modem drama and
psychoanalysis. Drawing on the theory
of psychoanalysis in general and R.D.
Laing’s existential psychoanalysis in
particular, the study aims at exploring the
various defense mechanisms Pirandello’s
characters adopt to deal with the
embarrassing, sometimes acutely painful,
recognition of the absurdities of existence.

Keywords: Pirandello, R.D. Laing,
schizophrenia, ego, psyche,
individuating function, personal
integrity, ego function
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1. Introduction

Eric Bentley, the editor of Naked
Masks and a leading critic of Pirandello
studies, observes that in two generations a
great dramatist has each led the
psychologists in providing a classic image
of modern man. Ibsen, just before Freud,
presented Modern Man as  neurotic.
Pirandello, on the other hand, anticipating
the study of schizophrenia by a whole
school of psychiatrists from Minkoski to
R.D. Laing, showed how integral to
modern life is “the schizophrenic
experience” (65). On that note, we are
reminded of R. D. Laing’s insight into the
mental disorder known as “schizophremia’™
“, . . the experience and behavior that gets
labelled schizophrenic is a special strategy
that a person invents in order to live in an
unlivable situation” (Zhe Politics of



finished. On the part of the playwright,
Six Characters can be viewed as the self
in the act of reflection that goes on in his

mind which examines the textual
composition—the “book™—as a
fiction-making progress, namely,

Pirandello reflects upon his trade as a
playwright and all the other components
as a theater person. On a
psychoanalytical level, the play is “ALL
relationship and NO character” (Bentley
61). There can be no doubt what
Pirandello is possessed by: elemental
family relationship. He dramatizes a
sequence of fantasies—father/daughter
incest, Oedipal tniangle, sibling rivalry,
and fantasy of murder followed by guilty
suicide.

Following the analytical line, I also
read other plays as Pirandello’s study of
neurotic and psychotic phenomenon, of
the interplay of the conscious and the
unconscious, the rational and the irrational.
Take Henry IV for example. The
protagonist, dressed as Hemry IV of
Canossa fame in a local parade, whose
horse is pricked from the rear by his rival,
comes out of his stupor, believing himself
to be the real emperor. Twelve years of
time flows past him. He chooses, when
his reason retumns, to remain in the
masquerade of the character that for one
evening’s pleasure he has put on. Life
has cheated him; he gets even with life by
remaining permanently in the midst of the
fictitious world. All men play a part in
life; he plays his knowingly.

I'V. Discussion & Self-evaluation

Upon receiving the NSC project grant, I
was kindly advised, in the written form, by
the anonymous reader(s} that an investigation
into Pirandelio’s theater, including but not
restricted to production records (as I assume),
should be incorporated into my study. This,
I regret to confess, has not been carried out as

I had wished. Indeed, Pirandello began to
run his own company, a theater in Rome,
since 1917 and continued for some time.
Though he confessed that he seldom went to
the theater in his advanced years, given that
he kept a routine of going to bed before ten, I
have come to understand Pirandello’s drama
beneficially through live theater (American
Repertory Theatre’s Six Characters in Search
of an Author, Taipei, 1995) and audio-visual
aids (taped recordings, documentaries).
This lack shall remain to be desired and
pursued in my professional agenda.

That I did not fully engage myself in the
study of productions may partly be excused
by Pirandello’s copious amounts of work:
forty-four plays plus more than two hundred
pieces of novels and short stories, though
some of which have been altogether
unpublished in English. The reason why 1
could not afford to lose sight of his narrative
writings is that twenty-eight of his forty-forty
plays were derived from previously
published stories. Significant changes
between the earlier story and the later drama
not only involve the intnnsic rules that
govern different genres but indicate how a
particular character develops over time in the
pen of the same writer. Take ft Is Sof [If
You Think So] for example, it was first
published as a short story, and then the core
characters in the plot—the Ponsa family--have
fleshed out to be pathological characters on
stage.

While reading across Pirandello’s
works and psychoanalysis theories, I became
naturally attracted to the link between
creativity and pathology, namely, writing as
an escape from reality. Pirandello had
continued to write, possibly, as an escape.
This makes his work express his deep
pessimism and his pity for the confusion and
suffering of the human condition. *““Who am
I7" and “what is real?” are the persistent and
even agonized questions underlying his
drama. Without faith in any fixed standards
of ethics, morality, politics, or religion,
characters in Pirandello’s tales and plays, like
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