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Abstract: The Belgian playwright Maurice pondered Shakespeare and Ibsen in order
to create a new sort of drama, combining a sense of the nothingness of human life
with a sense of some implacable fatality that tortures the wispy, more-or-less
non-existent characters. This sort of theatre anticipates that of Yeats, Synge, and,
most of all, Samuel Beckett
indeed the labyrinthine designs of Maeterlinck’s
castle-sets anticipate the incomprehensible or half-comprehensible plots and settings
of many Modernist plays.
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제목: 매터링크와 모더니즘
우리말 요약: 벨기에 극작가 모리스 매터링크는 새로운 드라마를 창조하기 위해서 셰
익스피어와 입센을 연구하여, 가냘프고 다소 있을법하지 않은 주인공들을 괴롭히는 일
종의 좀 몰인정한 운명론과 인생의 무의미성을 결합한다. 이런 종류의 극은 예이츠,
싱, 그리고 무엇보다 새뮤엘 베켓트를 예상하게 한다. 사실, 메터링크의 미궁 같은 성
(城)의 무대장치는 많은 모더니스트 극의 이해 불가하거나 이해하기 어려운 무대장치
를 예상케 한다.
주제어: 메터링크, 셰익스피어, 입센, 예이츠, 싱, 베겟트, 모더니스트 극
저자: 대니엘 올브라이트는 하버드 대학교 영문과 어니스트 번봄 석좌 교수이다.
____________________________________

P elléas

and Mélisande talk intently about the fountain that no longer restores

the sight of the blind. He notes that Mélisande’s hair is so long that it has
fallen into the water; he warns her not to keep tossing her wedding ring high
in the air, because it might fall into the water. But Mélisande cries Oh!:
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Pelléas. Il est tombé!
Mélisande. Il est tombé dans l’eau!
Pelléas. Où est-il? où est-il?
Mélisande. Je ne le vois pas descendre!
Pelléas. Je crois la voir briller!
Mélisande. Ma bague?
Pelléas. Oui, oui; là-bas…
Mélisande. Oh! oh! Elle est si loin de nous! Non, non, ce n’est pas elle
ce n’est plus elle. Elle est perdue

…

…

perdue! Il n’y a plus qu’un grand

cercle sur l’eau … (Pelléas et Mélisande: An Opera in Five Acts with
French and English Texts: Vocal Score (Boca Raton: The Well-Tempered
Press, n.d.) 67-69; cf. Maeterlinck, Théâtre II (Brussels: Paul Lacomblez,
1908) 27-28)
Pelléas. It fell!
Mélisande. It fell in the water!
Pelléas. Where is it? where is it?
Mélisande. I didn’t see it go down.
Pelléas. I think I see it shining!
Mélisande. My ring?
Pelléas. Yes, yes; down there

…

Mélisande. Oh! oh! It’s so far from us! No, no, that’s not it … That’s not
it any more … It’s lost … lost! Nothing left but a big circle of water …

But during this scene the singers aren’t sitting on the edge of a fountain:
they’re talking to each other quietly in a luxurious high-ceilinged room,

—

wearing expensive more-or-less modern clothes Mélisande, half-sitting in a
studded leather armchair, pantomimes a ring-toss, while Pelléas kneels near

—

her. They seem to be improvising an operatic scene to amuse themselves

they are too well-bred, too reticent to talk directly about their affection for
one another, so they make up a pseudo-medieval play-world in which they
can obliquely describe their emotional landscape. “Pelléas” and “Mélisande”

—

are simply names of characters in a role-playing game a sort of Dungeons
and Dragons for the listlessly rich, but almost completely improvised. When
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two people engage in this sort of feigning-together, one party proposes an
event: then the second party either agrees (“It fell”; “It fell in the water!”),
thereby affirming the event’s existence, or corrects (“I see it shining!”; “That’s
not it”), thereby retracting the proposed event and substituting a new one.
I’m describing here the 1987 Lyons production of the Debussy opera, in
which the director, Pierre Strosser, found a brilliant solution to a problem that
had long vexed Maurice Maeterlinck himself: the inadequacy of human actors.
Maeterlinck liked to write marionette-plays, and noted that he did not intend
to write for ordinary actors:
N’est-il pas évident que le Macbeth ou l’Hamlet que nous voyons sur la
scène ne ressemble pas au Macbeth ou a l’Hamlet du livre? Qu’il a
visiblement rétrogradé dans le sublime? Qu’une grande partie des efforts du
poète qui voulait créer avant tout une vie supérieure, une vie plus proche
de notre âme, a été annulée par une force ennemie qui ne peut se
manifester qu’en ramenant cette vie supérieure au niveau de la vie
ordinaire? […]
Je me souviens de cette mort de l’Hamlet de mes rêves. Un soir j’ouvris la porte
à l’usurpateur du poème. L’acteur était illustre. Il entra. Un seul de ses regards
me montra qu’il n’était pas Hamlet. Il ne le fut pas un seul instant pour moi.
Je le vis s’agiter durant trois heures dans le mensonge. Je voyais clairement qu’il
avait ses propres destinées; et celles qu’il voulait représenter m’étaient
indiciblement indifferentes à côté des siennes. Je voyais sa santé et ses habitudes,
ses passions et ses tristesses, ses pensées et ses oeuvres, et il essayait vainement
de m’intéresser à une vie qui n’était pas la sienne et que sa seule présence avait
rendue factice. (from Maeterlinck’s preface to Pélléas and Mélisande, Alladine
and Palomides, Home, tr. Richard Hovey (New York: Stone and Kimball, 1911),
from http://www.gutenberg.org/files/13329/13329-8.txt)
Isn’t it evident that the Macbeth or the Hamlet we see on the stage bears
no resemblance to the Macbeth or the Hamlet we read in the book? That
his sublimity has visibly regressed? That a great part of the poet’s effort to
create, above all, a higher life, a life closer to our soul, has been canceled
out by a hostile force that can only show itself by bringing this higher life
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down to the level of ordinary life? […]
In my dreams I remember Hamlet’s death. One evening I opened the door
to the poem’s usurper. The actor was illustrious. He entered. It took only
one glance to show me that he wasn’t Hamlet. Not for one instant, as far
as I was concerned. For three hours I saw him stomp around in a lie. I
was clearly seeing that he had his own destiny; and the destiny he wanted
to represent meant nothing at all to me when placed next to his. I was
seeing his health and his habits, his passions and his miseries, his thoughts
and his deeds, and he was trying in vain to interest me in a life that
wasn’t his own and that his very presence had made a sham.

But if Hamlet were sitting with Laertes on a sofa, talking-through a pretend
fencing-match, then Maeterlinck wouldn’t have to worry about the actor’s
inadequacy to the role: the actor would be, in effect, reading a book out loud
from memory, and inviting the audience to read along with him. If he
shouted, if he sobbed, the audience would see it not as enacting a role but
as illustrating it, giving voice-color, voice-shape, to some fleeting personage
nowhere in the playhouse, nowhere in the world. The communal experience
of the theatre, and the intimacy of reading, are almost perfectly integrated in
Strosser’s production.
The search for a soul-theatre, a théâtre pur, uncontaminated by the vain
dreck of the commonplace, anticipates many aspects of Modernist drama. The
characters in Maeterlinck’s plays often seem initially to be under the illusion
that they’re human beings, but come to understand their puppet-like or
transhuman status as the play comes to its end. Maeterlinck was born in
1862, and had enormous influence on the dramaturgy of slightly younger
writers, such as William Butler Yeats (born 1865), John Millington Synge

—

(born 1871), and Edward Gordon Craig (born 1872) playwrights and
directors working away from Realism toward a harder, sparer, more abstract
theatre. Craig advocated that the stage was better conceived as a space for
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idols what he called Übermarionetten than as a space for actors; he argued
that acting would be a fine thing if it were possible, but nobody has enough
control over face and body actually to do it. Synge not only wrote plays in
the parabolic fashion of Maeterlinck, but was also attracted, like Maeterlinck,
to radical gestures of resignation, self-abandon. For example, Synge’s Riders
to the Sea (1904), set in the bleak Aran Islands, concerns a mother of six
fishermen, five of whom have already died; during the course of the brief
play the sixth is also swept away by the sea. Near the end, the women begin
to keen in a kind of chorus, and the mother says, as if in trance,
They’re all gone now, and there isn’t anything more the sea can do to me.
… I’ll have no call now to be up crying and praying when the wind
breaks from the south, and you can hear the surf is in the east, and the
surf is in the west, making a great stir with the two noises, and they
hitting one on the other. I’ll have no call now to be going down and
getting Holy Water in the dark nights after Samhain, and I won’t care what
way the sea is when the other women will be keening.

The declamation is a little more pointed, focused, than Maeterlinck’s, but the
sense of helplessness before iron necessity is similar.
Yeats’s short plays, as well, sometimes have Maeterlinckian moments of
intimate relinquishment, as in The Only Jealousy of Emer (1919): here the
wife and the mistress of the great hero Cuchulain stand over his comatose
body, and the wife begs the mistress to try to waken him:
Emer. Bend over him.
Call out dear secrets till you have touched his heart
If he lies there; and if he is not there
Till you have made him jealous.
Eithne Inguba. Cuchulain, listen.

16

Daniel Albright
Emer. You speak too timidly; to be afraid
Because his wife is but three paces off
When there is so great a need were but to prove
The man that chose you made but a poor choice.
We’re but two women struggling with the sea.

—

Yeats’s fascination with the violently heroic with Cuchulain, who wades into

—

the ocean so that he can fight the waves is foreign to Maeterlinck’s
somewhat quiet temperament; but Yeats’s notion of a passage into abstraction
works well with Maeterlinck’s theatre. In Yeats’s last play, The Death of
Cuchulain (1939), a beggar cuts off Cuchulain’s head, which appears on stage

—

as a black parallelogram on a stick I think Maeterlinck might have enjoyed
that effect.
Both The Only Jealousy of Emer and The Death of Cuchulain are

—

imitations of Japanese Noh dramas dramas about the interaction of the
human and supernatural, culminating in a reconciling dance. Maeterlinck plays

—

don’t end in ballet unless you could imagine a dance consisting only of a
few small flutters of intensely understated renunciation. But there is something
musical in Maeterlinck’s art, though the music lies mostly in the rhythm of

—

event just as the music in Beckett’s plays lies mostly in the rhythm of
event. And through the plays of Samuel Beckett (born 1906) we can
understand what Maeterlinck had to offer for the future of the theatre.
Maeterlinck is a Modernist in that his plays concern characters on the
threshold of non-entity, losing the power of speech, dwelling in a
self-discrediting theatrical space. Despite his love for extravagant special
effects, Maeterlinck is a minimalist:
Arkël. Comment te trouves-tu, Mélisande?

—

Mélisande. Bien, bien. Pourquoi demandez-vous cela? Je n’ai jamais été
mieux portante. Il me semble cependant que je sais quelque chose…

—
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Arkël. Que dis-tu? Je ne comprends pas …
Mélisande. Je ne comprends non plus tout ce que je dis, voyez-vous
ne sais pas ce que je dis
plus ce que je veux …
Arkël. Mais si, mais si

…

…

Je ne sais pas ce que je sais

…

Je

Je ne dis

(Théâtre II 102-3)

Arkël. How are you, Mélisande?
Mélisande. Fine, fine Why are you asking me that?

—

—

…

I’ve never been

better. It seems to me, however, that I know something.

—

Arkël. What are you saying? I don’t understand you …
Mélisande. I no longer understand all that I’m saying, you see
know what I say

…

I don’t know what I know

what I want to say …
Arkël. But you are, you are

…

…

I don’t

I’m no longer saying

…

Clov. I use the words you taught me. If they don’t mean anything any
more, teach me others. […]
Then one day, suddenly, it ends, it changes, I don’t understand, it dies, or

—

it’s me, I don’t understand that either. I ask the words that remain
sleeping, waking, morning, evening. They have nothing to say. (Samuel
Beckett, Endgame, 1957)

—

These echoey, nearly contentless exchanges speech that keeps calling itself

—

—

into question tatters of language flapping or flagging on the stage show
how Maeterlinck opened some of the paths on which Beckett was to go
further. Sometimes Maeterlinck’s anticipations of Beckett are striking. In his
trenchant play Intérieur (published 1894; first performed 1895), written soon
after Pelléas et Mélisande (1892; 1893), the Old Man and the Stranger are
standing outside a house, staring through a window at a happy domestic

—

scene in which a family is putting the baby to sleep the spectators know
that the family in a moment will receive news of the death of a young
daughter of the house. The two men at the window note that the family

—

members have ceased all movement so as not to make any noise a skein of
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silk drops amid the hush everyone is looking at the baby:
L’Étranger. Ils ne savent pas que d’autres les regardent …
Le Vieillard. On nous regarde aussi … (Théâtre II 183)
The Stranger. They don’t know that others are looking at them
The Old Man. Someone is looking at us, too …

…

This moment has something of the shiver of the famous speech in Waiting
for Godot (1953) when Vladimir says, as Estragon dozes,
He’ll know nothing. […] At me too someone is looking, of me too
someone is saying, He is sleeping, he knows nothing, let him sleep on.

There is a sudden sense of dilation of the reference frame, in which looking
and being-looked-at, knowing and not-knowing, are absorbed into some
rhythm beyond all horizons.
The oxymoron-riddle, the leaving-off at the far verges of language, the
sense of a rickety theatre inset within the larger, still more rickety theatre of

—

the earth itself these are Modernist themes, but also themes that Maeterlinck
learned from Shakespeare. I am not what I am. The rest is silence, O O O
O. We are such stuff as dreams are made on. Nothing, nothing, nothing,
nothing, nothing. But the idea of reassimilating the Shakespearean aesthetic
(as opposed to adapting the plots of Shakespeare’s plays) is itself a Modernist
notion, and Maeterlinck is quite forward-looking in his way of folding into
his plays the whole theatrical tradition, from Aeschylus to the mystery play to
Shakespeare and beyond. There is something both minimalist and totalizing in
Maeterlinck’s dramaturgy, just as in Beckett’s.
Maeterlinck learned from the Symbolist theatre of his time, especially
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from the works of Villiers de l’Isle-Adam, but he learned more from
Shakespeare. Maeterlinck’s first play, La princesse Maleine (1889) is a bizarre
combination of motives from King Lear, Macbeth, Othello, and other plays.
Maeterlinck returned to Shakespeare in a still more overt, but much more
spare and intent manner, in Joyzelle (1903). This is, in effect, The Tempest,
stripped of all characters except Prospero, Miranda, Ferdinand, and Ariel, with
the difference that Prospero’s child is now a son, and the test of fitness to
marry is now given to a woman, Joyzelle, newly arrived on the island:
Prospero (named Merlin in this play) plots with his familiar, Arielle (a female
spirit), devising various schemes to ensure that Joyzelle’s love for his son is
unconditional, absolute; in the most interesting twist, Merlin makes Joyzelle
think that he himself is trying to seduce her, so that father and son seem
rivals. This is as close as fin-de-siècle theatre can approach to the modality
of Tom Stoppard’s Rosencrantz and Guildenstern are Dead (1966), a
stripped-down metatheatrical spectacle, in which the playwright fools around
on the margins of a Shakespearean text, with characters transported to some
bare nebular space where they can investigate at leisure certain potentialities
not quite activated in Shakespeare’s drama.
Maeterlinck lived a long life, and spent a great deal of time pondering
Shakespeare. He was profoundly suspicious of Shakespeare’s taste for the

—

grandiose for all those bloody blameful blades that bravely broach those
boiling

bloody

breasts.

Othello

in

particular

struck

Maeterlinck

as

overwrought, excessive. As he says in his essay “Le tragique quotidien”
(from Le trésor des humbles, 1896):
Est-il donc hasardeux d’affirmer que le véritable tragique de la vie, le
tragique normal, profond et général, ne commence qu’au moment où ce
qu’on appelle les aventures, les douleurs et les dangers sont passés? […]
Faut-il absolument hurler comme les Atrides pour qu’un Dieu éternel se
montre en notre vie, et ne vient-il jamais s’asseoir sous l’immobilité de
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notre lampe? N’est-ce pas la tranquillité qui est terrible lorsqu’on y réfléchit
et que les astres la surveillent; et le sens de la vie se développe-t-il dans le
tumulte ou le silence? […] Est-ce tandis que je fuis devant une épée nue
que mon existence atteint son point le plus intéressant? […]
Mais nos auteurs tragiques […] placent tout l’intérêt de leurs oeuvres
dans la violence de l’anecdote qu’ils reproduisent. […]
J’admire Othello, mais il ne me paraît pas vivre de l’auguste vie
quotidienne d’un Hamlet qui a le temps de vivre parce qu’il n’agit pas.
Othello est admirablement jaloux. Mais n’est-ce peut-être pas une vieille
erreur de penser que c’est aux moments où une telle passion et d’autres
d’une égale violence nous possèdent que nous vivons véritablement? Il
m’est arrivé de croire qu’un vieillard assis dans son fauteuil attendant
simplement sous la lampe, écoutant sans le savoir toutes les lois éternelles
qui régner autour de sa maison, interprétant sans le comprendre ce qu’il y a

—

dans le silence des portes et des fenêtres […] il m’est arrivé de croire que
ce vieillard immobile vivait, en réalité, d’une vie plus profonde, plus
humaine et plus générale que l’amant qui étrangle sa maîtresse […] (Le
trésor des humbles (Paris: Société du Mercure de France, 1904), 182-84,
187)

—

Then is it risky to claim that the tragic aspect of life real, normal,

—

profound, and general only begins at the moment when the things we call
adventures, sufferings, and dangers are past? […] Is it absolutely necessary
to howl like the Atreides, in order to make an eternal god show himself in

—

our life doesn’t he ever just sit down in the stillness of our lamp? Isn’t it
tranquility itself that is terrible, when you stop to think, a tranquility that
the stars watch over; does the meaning of life develop in tumult or in
silence? […] Is it while I faced a naked sword that my existence reaches
its real point? […]
But the authors of our tragedies […] stash all the interest of their plays
in the violence of the anecdote that they reproduce. […]
I admire Othello, but it doesn’t seem to me that he lives the
distinguished daily life of a Hamlet, who has time to live just because he
doesn’t act. Othello is admirably jealous. But isn’t it maybe an old error to
think that it’s in moments when we’re possessed by such a passion, and of
other equally violent passions, that we truly live? I’ve come to believe that
an old man sitting in his armchair, remaining still under the lamp, listening
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without knowing it to all the eternal laws that reign around his home,
interpreting without understanding it what is in the silence of the doors and

—

windows […] I’ve come to believe that this motionless old man lived, in
reality, a life more profound, more human, more universal, than the lover
who strangles his mistress […]

Maeterlinck never wrote a play in which a man sits a chair and does nothing

—

at all no playwright did until (perhaps) Samuel Beckett’s Nacht und Träume
(1982; 1983). Maeterlinck came fairly close to this sort of stage-entropy in
his late dramaticule Le vieux qui ne veut pas mourir (in L’autre monde, ou
Le cadran stellaire (New York: Éditions de la Maison Française, 1942), p.
201), a dialogue between an old man and a shadow. But during his whole
career Maeterlinck was engaged in a theatre of kenosis, emptying: behind one
of his plays there’s often a conventional melodramatic plot, such as a love
triangle, but Maeterlinck systematically dismantles most of the intrigue, either
by moving it offstage or by omitting it large pieces of it. This taste for
eventlessness would spread widely through the Modernist age: Gertrude
Stein’s plays, such as Four Saints in Three Acts (1927-28; 1934), display
actors who stand still or noodle around the stage speaking almost contentless

—

dialogue indeed Stein thought that all successful plays were plays in which
nothing was happening . . . after all Hamlet Shakespeare’s most interesting
play has really nothing happening except that they live and die […] an
interesting thing is when there is nothing happening. I said that the moon
excited dogs because it did nothing, lights coming and going do not excite
them (Gertrude Stein, Everybody’s Autobiography (Cambridge: Exact
Change, 1993) 292).

Maeterlinck too was more interested in what he could subtract than what he
could add, more interested in what he could paralyze than what he could set
in motion.
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Possibly Maeterlinck reached his limit in the domain of subtraction and
paralysis quite early in his career, when he wrote Les aveugles (1890; 1891)
and Les sept princesses (1890; 1891). Les aveugles concerns a group of blind

—

men and women lost in a forest their guide, a priest, seems to have
abandoned them, and they debate what to do; at last they find the priest,
dead, and it begins to snow. Les sept princesses is an eerier play: arriving on
a warship sailing through a narrow canal, a prince enters a castle to see his
grandparents (the king and queen) and his cousins, the seven princesses; but
he can see the girls only vaguely, from a distance, on the other side of a

—

locked door, as if through a misted window, or a mirror at one point the
queen remarks, You’d think the hall were full of cotton. The prince calls
them white shadows; he peers intently, but he can’t make out whether he’s
seeing their hair or another shadow. The queen knocks on the window to try
to awaken the sleepers, softly, because they are ill and mustn’t be disturbed;
but they remain imperturbable, blank. The king tells the prince about a
corridor that goes under the princesses’ cell: he makes his difficult way,

—

pushes up the flagstone, enters six of the princesses begin to stir, but the
seventh, Ursula, the one he loves, cannot be awakened, is not asleep, though
the hysterical queen keeps crying that the servants must wake her. The play

—

seems to concern the inaccessibility of the imagination’s treasures Nothing
that we love over-much Is ponderable to our touch, as Yeats put it. But it
also seems to concern the playwright’s difficulty in putting on stage a
nothing-thing, an emotionally-charged stasis. Like Intérieur, Les sept
princesses is a dumb-show framed by an interpretive dialogue; but unlike
Intérieur, Les sept princesses gives the audience something between a
tableau-vivant and a tableau-mort, a tantalizing glimpse at a gesture so
restrained that it scarcely constitutes itself as a gesture at all. In Beckett’s
prose piece “Imagination Dead Imagine” (1965) a man and a woman are
folded together, two white images in a white rotunda, almost completely still
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except for an “infinitesimal shudder instantaneously suppressed.” Something of
this liveliness of dead imagination is anticipated in Les sept princesses.
Maeterlinck’s predilection for an abstract theatre affected the design of his
fables. Because he had little interest in subplots his plays can be quite linear:
when he took some elements of a play by Paul Heyse to create his
Marie-Magdeleine (1910), he simplified the plot to the point where he called
Heyse’s original incomparably richer than his own; and we’ve already seen
how he seized one minor theme in The Tempest to make Joyzelle. On the
other hand, the linear design of a Maeterlinck play usually has yawning gaps:
the catastrophe is often at once inexorable and improbable, unmotivated. In
Pelléas et Mélisande, Golaud is a gigantic, powerful, desperately jealous man,
but he’s a floundering Othello, without glory, without even a handkerchief. In
the course of the play this noble prince gets lost in a forest, and injured after

—

being thrown from his startled horse he seems as inept as Lewis Carroll’s
White Knight. He tries to gather evidence of Mélisande’s infidelity by bribing
his little son to spy, but the son reports nothing more sinister than that
Pelléas and Mélisande keep staring steadily at the light. Golaud will finally
kill Pelléas, but Mélisande dies too, even though she’s suffered only the
smallest of wounds. In Maeterlinck’s plays, you die not so much because a
train of events has been set in motion that culminates in your dying, but
simply because you have an air of death about you. At one point Pelléas’s
father (we hear) tells his son that he has the grave and friendly look of
someone who won’t live long; elsewhere Mélisande tells Golaud that she
feels that she won’t live long; and early in the play Pelléas reads a letter
urging him to visit quickly his friend Marcellus, who knows the exact day
when he’s going to die. Things you ought to know you don’t know, such as
(in Mélisande’s case) who you are and where you come from; things you
ought not to know you do know, such as the day of your death. Causality
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—

works sideways synchronically not diachronically: at the exact moment when
Mélisande’s wedding ring plops into the fountain, Golaud’s horse starts and
topples onto Golaud. The design of the plot is linear, but the line is zigzag
and full of holes.
Maeterlinck understood this quite well. In his important essay “L’évolution
du mystère” (from Le temple enseveli, 1902), Maeterlinck speaks of rereading

—

two or three of his plays he doesn’t say which, but Pelléas et Mélisande

—

might be among them and noticing how fate worked in them:
Le ressort des ces petits drames était l’effroi de l’inconnu qui nous entoure.
On y avait foi […] à des puissances énormes, invisibles, et fatales, dont nul
ne devinait les intentions, mais que l’âme du drame supposait malveillantes,
attentives à toutes nos actions, ennemies du sourire, de la vie, de la paix,
de l’amour. Peut-être étaient-elles justes, au fond, mais seulement dans la
colère, et elles exerçaient la justice d’une manière si souterraine et, si

—

tortueuse, si lente, si lointaine, que leurs châtiments, car elles ne
récompensaient jamais prenaient l’apparence d’actes arbitraires et

—

inexplicables du destin. En ce mot, c’était l’idée du Dieu des chrétiens
mêlée à celle de la fatalité antique, refoulée dans la nuit impénétrable de la
nature, et, de là, se plaisant à guetter, à déjouer, à déconcerter, à assombrir
le projets, et le bonheur des hommes. (Le temple enseveli (Paris:
Bibliothèque-Charpentier, 1908) 112-13)
The mainspring of these little dramas was terror of the unknown that
surrounds us. People trusted in powers enormous, invisible, and fatal, whose
intentions no one could guess, but powers that the soul of the drama
imagined as spiteful, attentive to all our actions, hostile to smiles, to life, to
peace, to love. Maybe these powers were at bottom just, but just only in
rage, and they exercised their justice in a manner so subterranean, so

—

tortuous, so slow, so remote, that their punishments for they never gave

—

rewards took on the appearance of arbitrary and inexplicable acts of
destiny. In a word, it was the idea of the Christian God combined with the
idea of the fatality of the ancients, thrust back into nature’s impenetrable
night, and, from there, taking pleasure in studying, thwarting, disconcerting,
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darkening the plans and the happiness of men.

Maeterlinck seems almost amused by the blackness of his own dramatic
imagination, but he took the notion of fatality seriously, and indeed most of
his writing on drama can be seen as a long meditation on the theme of fate.

—

He thought that all great drama depends on a sense of fatedness a sense of
some implacable process that generates the plot and ennobles the struggles of
those who succumb to it. Dramatists, he believed, made use of several kinds

—

of fatalities one is the fatality of passion itself:
Mais pour qu’une passion soit réellement fatale dans une âme consciente,
[…] il faut l’intervention d’un Dieu, ou de tout autre force infinie et
irrésistible. Ainsi Wagner a eu recours au philtre dans Tristan et Yseult,
Shakespeare aux sorcières dans Macbeth […] Nous nous retrouvons, après
un circuit, au coeur même de la necessité d’autrefois. Ce circuit est plus ou
mois admissible dans un drame archaïque ou légendaire, où toute fantaisie
poétique est permise; mais dans un drame qui voudrait serrer de plus près
la vérité actuelle, il faudrait trouver une autre intervention, qui nous parût
réellement irresistible, pour revêtir les crimes de Macbeth […] d’une excuse
fatidique, et leur donner ainsi la grandeur et la noblesse sombres qu’ils
n’ont pas eux-mêmes. Ôtez de Macbeth la predestination maudite,
l’intervention de l’enfer, la lutte héroïque contre une justice occulte qui, à
tout moment, devient visible par les mille fissures d’une nature révoltée, et
le personnage principal n’est plus qu’un assassin odieux et forcené. (Le
temple enseveli 128-29)
But in order for a passion to be truly fatal in a conscious soul […] it
requires the intervention of a God, or of some other infinite and irresistible
force. Therefore Wagner had recourse to the love potion in Tristan und
Isolde, Shakespeare to the witches in Macbeth [….] We find that we’ve
gone in a circle, back to the very heart of what the ancients called
necessity. This circling-back is more or less admissible in a drama set in
archaic or legendary times, when every sort of poetical fantasy is permitted;
but in a drama that would like to press closer to the truth of the present
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day, it would be necessary to find another sort of intervention, that would
appear to us truly irresistible, in order to dress up the crimes of a Macbeth
[…] with the excuse of fatal compulsion, and so to impart to those crimes
the dark grandeur, the dark nobility that they don’t have in themselves.
Take away from Macbeth the predestining curse, the intervention of hell,
the heroic struggle against an occluded justice that, at every moment,
becomes visible through the thousand fissures of an outraged nature, and the
principal character is no more than a mad and hateful assassin.

You see Maeterlinck’s problem. He hungers to present in the theatre
contemporary problems, contemporary science, the whole intellectual / social
milieu of his age. But he also thinks that a good play requires some iron
slab looming in the background, secretly moving to the foreground, falling
when ripeness is all. Macbeth is just a commonplace murderer unless his act
has some black aureole flickering around it. So Maeterlinck is almost always
willing to sacrifice contemporaneity in order to regain the fatedness available
only in legend.
Maeterlinck never succeeded in his quest to find some contemporary
equivalent of predestination. He looked with great interest at Ibsen’s
experiment in finding a modern fate-surrogate:
Ainsi Ibsen, en quête d’une forme nouvelle et pour ainsi dire scientifique
de fatalité, a placé au milieu du meilleur de ses drames la figure voilée,
grandiose, et tyrannique de l’hérédité. Mais au fond, dans ses oeuvres, ce
n’est pas le mystère scientifique de l’hérédité qui remue en nous certaines
craintes humaines plus profondes que nos craintes animales. […] Non; ce
qui y suscite une terreur d’un autre genre que celle d’un danger imminent,
mais naturel, c’est l’obscure idée d’une justice qu’y représente l’hérédité,
c’est l’affirmation audacieuse que les fautes du père retombent sur les
enfants, c’est l’insinuation qu’un Juge souverain, une sorte de Maître de la
race, veille sur nos actions, les inscrit au livre de bronze, et pèse en ses
mains éternelles des recompenses longtemps différées et des châtiments
infinis. (Le temple enseveli¸ pp. 158-59; cf. Théâtre I (Brussels: Paul
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Lacomblez, 1908) xiv)
Thus Ibsen, in quest of a new and so to speak scientific form of fatality,
placed in the middle of his best dramas the veiled, grandiose, tyrannical
figure of Heredity. But at bottom, in his works, it is not the scientific
mystery of heredity that stirs in us certain human fears, deeper than our
animal fears. […] No; what excites a terror of a different kind from the
terror of imminent but natural danger, is the obscure idea of a justice that

—

heredity manifests the bold affirmation that the sins of the father fall on
the children, the insinuation that a sovereign Judge, a sort of Master of the
human race, watches over our actions, inscribes them in a bronze book, and
weighs in his eternal hands long deferred rewards and endless punishments.

Maeterlinck is thinking of Ibsen plays such as Ghosts (1881; 1882), in which
the legacy of the vile Captain Alving is the hereditary syphilis that destroys
the mind of his son. But, as Susan Sontag pointed out, it’s dangerous to take
illness as a metaphor for anything at all, let alone for the patient working of
justice; the spirochete is a contrived and artificial Nemesis, compared to (say)
the Furies of the Oresteia. Maeterlinck, therefore, thought that Ibsen, like all
other contemporary dramatists, had only gone so far in the quest to find new
and credible Parcae:
On peut affirmer que le poète qui trouverait aujourd’hui, dans les sciences
matérielles, dans l’inconnu qui nous environne, ou dans notre propre coeur,
l’équivalent de la fatalité antique, c’est-à-dire une force de predestination
aussi irresistible, aussi universellement admise, écrirait à coup sûr un
chef-d’oeuvre. (Le temple enseveli 126)
We can affirm that the poet who would find today, in the material sciences,
in the unknown that surrounds us, or in our own heart, the equivalent of
the fatality of the ancients, that is to say a predestining force as irresistible,
as universally acknowledged, would for certain write a masterpiece.
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Instead of Fatality we have today only the usual wretchedness of human life:
Ce n’est pas exactement la Fatalité antique, il est vrai, la déesse ou
plûtot le dieu bien déterminé (du moins dans l’esprit de la foule),
volontaire, inflexible, implacable, aveugle mais attentif, c’est une fatalité
plus vague, plus informe, distraite, indifférente, inhumaine, impersonelle,
universelle. En somme, ce n’est qu’une appellation provisoire accordée, en
attendant mieux, à la misère générale et inexplicable des hommes. (Le
temple enseveli 165-66)
It is true that it’s not exactly the Fatality of the ancients, the goddess or
rather the well-defined god (at least in the mind of the masses), willful,
inflexible, implacable, blind but attentive instead it’s a fatality more vague,

—

more formless, absent-minded, indifferent, inhuman, impersonal, universal. In
short, it’s only a provisional name accorded (while waiting for a better
name) to the general and inexplicable misery of men.

Maeterlinck feels that he needs Fate in his dramas, in order to provide a
teleology, an importance, even in some sense a sanctity to the deeds of his
characters; but he has little confidence in any Fate that makes larger claims
than the simple statement, You are often unhappy and you are certainly going
to die. One reason for the celebrated wispiness of Maeterlinck’s plays is that
destiny, design, is asserted but asserted in bad faith, amidst a regression into
fairy tale. When Arkël says, in Pelléas et Mélisande, that we see only the
back side of fate, it sounds as if someone or something, somewhere, sees the
front side; but in fact Maeterlinck has the gravest doubts about the existence
of an obverse. Maeterlinck wanted something he couldn’t have: a vindication
of the validity of design in human affairs; because he couldn’t have that, but
only various arty surrogates of it, his works prefigure the existential crises of
a much later theatre.
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