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TONIGHT'’S PLAY

Written during the German occupation of France during World War 11,
The Flies has been called by critic John Gassner, “perhaps the most in-
tense and deeply considered view of the problem of freedom to come
out of the century’s theatre.” As a basis for his play Sartre picked the ancient
Greek legend of the House of Atreus: the murder of King Agamemnon by
his wife Clytemnestra and her paramour Aegisthus, and the subsequent
revenge carried out by Agamemnon’s children, Electra and Orestes. Earlier
dramatists from Aeschylus to O’Neill had concentrated on the legal, moral,
psychological, or melodramatic aspects of the story, but Sartre, while not
ignoring these, chose to use the tale of bloodshed and retribution as a
demonstration of his existentialist philosophy.

Man, according to Sartre, is not born free, but is born with the potenti-
alities for realizing his freedom; if he finds himself in chains, the chains
are of his own making and can, if he so wills it, be thrown off. But the
onus is on man to create the conditions of freedom: to commit himself by
taking an action and thus truly begin to exist, to accept full responsibility
for his deed, to seek no excuse and feel no remorse. But the action man
takes must be both selfish and selfless. As Gassner puts it:

- Orestes must be able to breathe in a world that is free in order to be
truly free himself. He must make his world free, even if he must renounce
his freedom on the lower level of detachment, If necessary, he must stain
his hands with blood and fill his soul with the memory of deeds that
give extreme pain to his civilized and humane sensibility, as did the
heroes of the French resistance movement who not only killed ruthlessly
but risked the lives of their associates and their relatives. Above all,
Sartre’s hero is most free when he makes a connection between himself
and others. His freedom lies not merely in the repugnance he feels for
slavery but his willingness to affirm by action what he holds by con-
viction. Man is free only to choose his course of action deliberately with
open eyes and with indomitable resolve—"to choose his bonds,” as Sartre
has said elsewhere. The “bond” in the case of Orestes is with his people.

Returning to his home in Argos after years of exile, Orestes feels alienated,
detached, estranged; the plague-like guilt felt by the Argives because of
the unrevenged murder of Agamemnon is, he says, of no concern to him.
Yet he senses a void within him, a longing to be a part of his people, to feel
as they feel, and to share their memories. Revolted by their self-abasement,
their superstitious fears, and the bondage in which they allow their king
and god to hold them, Orestes begins to understand that by a deed of
violence which may mean sacrificing himself, he can create the conditions
_ of freedom for his people and achieve existence and freedom for himself.
" His action isolates him, yet paradoxically makes him a part of mankind,
it becomes his moment of greatest anguish and greatest triumph.
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# Laboratory Theatre Production

< NOTICE: Smoking is not allowed in the auditorium, nor may photographs or record-

ings be made during the performance.



