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The Concept of Meta-theatre in Edward Albee’s:
The Sandbox and The Zoo Story

Rajabali Askarzadeh Torghabeh %

Department of English Language and Literature, Ferdowsi University of Ma: that i
atis, the "subject of play”
play

c”her (1993) states that the
theatrical in its nature” (p.
g role-playing nature of life

Nasrin Nezamdoost
Department of English Language and Literature, University of Tehran 3). Generally, metadrama is used to

Abstract. Theatre, through a realistic eye, is a mirror to present the real
postmodern era, there are moments in people's lives that they play rol
theatre. They are even aware of their own role playing or such theatricality
theatre.The purpose of the present study is to discuss the concept of |
argued by Lionel Abel (2003) in The Sandbox and The Zoo Story, two 0l
written by Edward Albee. Analyzing the characters' language, conventio
in Albee's selected plays show the artificiality and illusionary sense of life.
the study showed, the characters play within the plays, play roles and
fiction to rebel against the prescribed societal norms to establish a po

change.

K (2001) defines metadrama or metatheatre as:

iousness by which a play draws attention to its ow e

n fictional status as a

, the use of a play-within-
re of theatre"” (p.151).

of metathea
A putéﬁs:;d"]itiggé- ﬁ(rst appeared in Lionel Abel's collection of
e coinsyth' " (Pérez-Simén, 2011 2
: is term to define "a com, ively philose va S %)
' B o e ol paratively philosophic form of drama” (p.
Keywords: drama, meta-theatre, Edward Albee, The Sandbox, The Zoo Sto 2lte presents a fictional illusi
. lllusion that self-consciously s, i
SCiousness plays a significant role in metatfi’eazzcu,ates REh S,

1. Introduction 2003) in g Tt i
Although theatrebased on realistic ideas is set to reflect the real life, it IS
which is presented. People play roles; their real selves are not presel

. ing OF he stage.
words, they are playing theatre while they are aware of their role ;:ultaymrﬁ?1 ! have the qualitngfF,;Z? ”‘ebsame modern view, events, when interesting
Shakespeare's famous quote (2009) "the world is a stage and all the M Ted. But then th Ing been thought, rather th ; e
© playwright has the obligati an of having simply
igati

‘Cture of his

i tre Ining to
Thus, to show the artificiality and illusionary of life, a type of thear_ eta‘heatre
goes beyond the framework and conventions. of realism. This speclal - 3
was called meta-theatre by Lionel Abel. Abel (2003) asserts that metat® ' 8dds:

'® plays
| e
Sces o am pointing at do have a com

merely players” (p. 140) emphasizes such theatricality. e ot e v ron
which controlled the event from

nd ... I call metaplays, works of

play that it was his imagination

end. Plays of the kind | ha einm
I
(Pp. 134-35) &

mon character: all of them are theatre

1. Corresponing author. Email: asgar@um.ac.ir Hibee
as already theatricalized. By thi
. By this | mean that th
e persons
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e" from the audience (p. 11). Metadrama "breaks the fourth wall" (Cah

jor, et al. 20.10, P. 5), and lets the characters and audience replace t: _"mﬁnn»
refore, speaking to the audience deconstructs the barriers between audi i
e and blurs the boundaries between reality and unreality. Edward :I:m':e .
Ihox a.nc.f The Zoo Story have the above-mentioned characiérlstics of m te?s .
,ay_v\/l\‘thfn-l:’eh-.p:y;hrole playing within the role, self referentiality, and bree:k:'nza:ﬁz
g all in icl ity i i ’

m;au\:,rs. e presented reality is considered to be skeptical by the

appearing on the stage in these plays are there not simply because
caught by the playwright in dramatic postures as a camera might catch.
because they themselves knew they were dramatic before the pla

note of them.... they are aware of their own theatricality. (pp. 134-35)

Thus, the incidents and characters in a metaplay are the playwright's inventior
“are found by the playwright's imagining rather by his observing the world"
p.133). Pavis (1998) in Dictionary of the Theatre (1998) refers to Abel's dq

meta-theatre:

This phenomenon does not necessarily involve an autonomous play. - ”
within another, as in the "play within the play" All that is required "
represented reality appears to be one that is already theatrical, as in pl 2.1 Plays-within-Plays
which the main theme is life as theatre [. . .] Metatheatre, thus, define )
e play-within-the-play makes an "imaginary world" in a "fictitious" work SraRie

a form of antitheatre, where the dividing line between play and real lfe
(p. 210)

Abel (2003) categorizes metatheatre into "protheatrical metatheatre" and "an
metatheatre". By protheatricl metatheatre, he means a theatre "reflectin:
upon itself in a half of mirrors” and by "anti-theatrical metatheatre” he meal
"permanently interrupted.” He points to Calderon's life is a dream as a [
metatheare which takes the confusion between life and dream. It leads to th
the world is indeed a theatre. He also mentions that Hamlet is an ai
metaphor since its action is endlessly postponed and interrupted (pp- 19-20

(Zoza: i
(Iayerﬁ,o 1::8(;2”1::91 Zo"zaya (1988) mentions that each inner play attaches a
e dWore of.the Flayl (p. 194). The complex layers of the inner
B - oot ifficult to identify. "However recognizable the play-within-the-
QL oo i (y Ar;?‘s;)me of the constructions, Boireau (1997) claims,"its contours
e (pp137) )zlil-':erefore, the "inner play and the outer play merge into a
e ﬁ.dionai it—s n;mer play and the outer play absorb each other” and
B e o nal Jure‘ (p. 1:?‘7) In other words, the realities of the play and
o p y overlap; thus, "demarcations” between reality and illusion are
lowing" (Bauer, 1998, p. 3) from one play to the other.

Davis (2014) suggests that "metatheatricality”" should be defined by its 2 ¢ \quenny‘
en f

effect of destabilizing any sense of realism:

the e
o a:dprlzil\;{lftel?fn-the—play, af Zozaya (1988) states, breaks the "barriers
SUR i gnd Igt o.ne merge" with the other (p. 193). It causes the
2 (1988) gy e reality wﬂh illusion and vice versa. By the play-within-a-pla

o ggests, the playwright can “reinforce, broaden and deepen the ceFrJﬂrZ;

the main
fe play and makes the s, ee
©"Teality of fiction” (p.189). PRARIOsRonURLon the idtionaliyectiealfos

‘Metatheatre' is a convenient name for the quality or force in @ P
challenges theatre's claim to be simply realistic — to be nothing bu
which we view the actions and sufferings of characters ike
suspending our disbelief in their reality. Metatheatre begins bY
awareness of the unlikeness of life to dramatic art; it may end b}
aware of life's uncanny likeness to art or illusion. By calling aftel

strangeness, artificiality, illusoriness, or arbitrariness — in short, the

- of the life we live, it marks those frames and boundaries that:
dramatic realism would hide.

.
~VS-Within.The oo Story

00 Sy,
Wy -
by irmmos;)an‘:en:cr:.play, dconcerns two characters, Peter and Jerry. Jerry intrudes
im and urging him to listen to his stori .
e stories such as "Th
9", and the story based on the reason behind his visit to theesztggy;yf

toy :
he stories of the landlord lady and the dog.

Hornby (1986) claims that types of metadrama are "the play»within-m
playing within the role” and "self reference” (p. 32). Moreover, "the f
“invisible barrier,” Darlington (1922) argues, which separates the chal
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E’fgi;:iiliilgt?o:{;:z shras; "leove over" (p. 10) the bench signifies his passion to
i ars. Besides, in a 1984 interview with Kolin, Alb intai
d , Albee maintal
hat Jenty forces ?ut Peter from his bench and "transforms" him from the respect;}eﬁ:
nforrmst into a p.ermanent transient"; that is, "Peter is not going to be able to be the
e__peim again' .(p.187). This transformation signifies Peter's new roles or
entlt;les, hu;. Jerry impels Peter to define and refine himself in light of the "radical
ault’ on his established manners of "determini i
4 : ’ ing identity” and " i
perceptions' Jerrys.teachlng lesson was not a walk in the p;/rk but a e"Vi';s“"g
allenge to boundaries, traditions, and ideologies" (Kolin, 2006. p. 24) Thuz Iauns
-;:a::ir ilay prowdes for its characters the opportunity to take .differehtprolye;
i iti Yy keeping their own real roles or identities. B i
¢ ! . Besides, play withil i
atheatre provides an onstage microcosm of the theatrical sﬁuatiol:\ ] e

Considering Albee's The Zoo Story, Kolin (2006) declares Jerry’s dog story is g
within a play, "a story of Jerry by Jerry" and "an enclosed script, or fiction, with;

larger contours of the play" (p. 22). Kolin insists that Jerry performs that story.
piece of meta-theatre” for Peter to watch (p. 22). In another words, the story of
and the dog, the inner play, is, as Albee and many critics have declared, “a micr

of the play” (Kolin, 1988. p 84). {

As Kolin (2008) states, the "dog story emblematizes various other fictions (stol
22). Those fictionsare "embedded within one another — as if contained in the e
of Jerry’s play, inside Albee’s play" (p. 22). Such stories are as follows: the stor
200, the story of the landlady and the story of the dog.

Besides, Peter's job as a publisher and his dialogue, "We get all kinds in publ
9) signifies fiction and stories within stories. Moreover, Jerry makes Peter follo
reiterating "after | tell you about the dog, do you know what then? Then ... the
you about what happened at the zoo" (p. 4). Peter mentions "You're ... you'
stories" (p. 4) which accentuates on play-within-the-play or other fiction in
fiction. Jerry's insists on the fictionality of the story within the story by askin
think 1 could sell that story to the Reader’s Digest and make a couple of hun

(p. 8)-

There are direct references to cages, bars, boxes, confinements, and pris
following extracts from The Zoo Story. For instance, Peter said "Thel

parakeets”, "My daughters keep them in a cage in their bedroom.” (P 2)- Besil
was talking about his house "one of my walls is made of beaverboard; this b
separates my room from another laughably small room, so | assume that the:
were once one room, a small room ...." (p. 3)- Such references to confine!

which something or someone is prisoned signify inner plays within the outer ©

Role-Playing in The Sandbox

.
nz;:;enjf;)dbox, .a.one~ac( play, concerns four major characters, Mommy, Daddy,
e sandbixMtzsfl:lanHMo:my and Daddy bring Grandma to the beach a;1d placé
ce her death.The characters pl: i i
b . T ] play their roles until she pla:
Besides, the audience involve in the play by direct addressing of the actzrsyS e

la i Ll i

poﬂ.y;a:sﬂ:mh a note: "when in the course of the play, Mommy and Daddy call
) wor(yjs “ejse Pamef..., the "vacuity of their characters" is presented (p. 1472)
I play"” and "characters" intensify the situation as a play or theater. :
€1 (2003) argu i ;

. gues that the character remains "conscious of the part he himself plays in

Uy
Cling the drama that unfolds around him" (p. 167)

ents in 1 . Therefore, there are some
e

‘heatricamy_p:fgr ti:astathe onstage characters emphasize on their role playing or

cters, e S l;lce, Mommy as a character on the stage shouts to other

€l Yo Ao n[; ? come on the ‘stage and play their own role: "You! Out

age s e vw (E: 1474).. Besides, when the musicians come and settle
'S approvingly,” and dictates the musicians, to stop or to start:

In meta-theater, Konkobo (20086) states, character as “onstage spectator” €ON
"offstage spectators" or audience which presents direct reference to the p! g
enforces its theatrical position (p. 49). In The Story of Jerry and Dog, whi
acting and role playing himself, he addresses Peter, the audience of his P‘af
any reaction. "Don't react, Peter; just listen” (p. 6). Thus, the border line b

actor and the audience is blurred. Moreover, Peter raises a hand in prot
makes him silent:

my: v, -
Ou can begin now, ... you can stop now (|

Whatever itis to do” (p. 1474). B Aokt Y0 ot

" Metatheatre

. as McCarthy (2006) indi " i
B y (2006) indicates the "actors” have the chance to

ing of exits and entrances” (p.120).

Jerry: Oh, don't be so alarmed, Peter; | didn't succeed” (p. 7). Pleasé
Peter; that sort of thing is important. You must believe me; it is importan’
Kknow the effect of our actions (p. 8). Yes, Peter; friend. That's the only wor
heart-shatteringly et cetera to confront my doggy friend again (p. 8)-

Mo,
e, Grandma says directly to the Musician:

PR
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Grandma: Honey, do you play all through this part? (The Musician nods) Keep
and soft; that's a good boy" (p- 1475). Will you stop that, please? (The Musician
playing)...how do you expect anybody to hear me over that peep! peep! pee
1474)

al structure and a known destiny” 12 i
an's name and he answers: (p- 12). For instance, Grandma asks the Young

he Young Man: | don't know.... They h 't gi
475)- Y haven't given me one yet...the studio... (p.
Kolin (2006) says that Albee “dismantles the conventions of the realistic thea
Grandma undercuts theatrical illusion” (p. 27). Besides, he "deconstructs the
wall" by "addressing the audience directly” (p. 27). For instance, Grandma out oy

audience:

nerefore, he got a role in the play but hasn'
sn't yet been named by i
Id o y the director.
:2‘:7:‘61;: pft:y tgeegg:: gKg:?n(zzgg)re an actor” (p. 4) which signifies i Lfiv:Z
£ ) RO says, The You S
y from a realistic narrative with a hilarious imrusion-,;zg l\gan or the Musician "breaks
Grandma: What a way to treat to an old woman! Drag her out of the house. p. 27).

1474). e Young Man: | have a line here.

Even directly addressing the audience intensifies role playing in the play or thea

randma: Oh, I'm sorry, sweetie; ight rtime, dear’ 477
Oh s . You go right ahead. Take your ti " (p.
v . Y ime, (p. 1477).

erefore, he calls attention to the "artificiali
rtificiality of role-playing in th i
The dichotomy between being on the stage and off the stage accentuates the t n, 2008, p. 27). Ying e theatre of realism”
play within the play and taking roles. Grandma looking up at the sky shouts to sol
off stage "Shouldn't it be getting dark now, dear? (p. 4). Besides Mommy rea

rumble:

lin (2006 i
( ) states that The Sandbox is a "witty performance of a performance” (p. 27).

T instance, M
e hi;rdnnr:]y p}lays the role of stage director setting the scene for death. She
e usician to play, sees that all is in readiness, with Grandma in her
9 seats herself along with Daddy to await the event with suitable

de of mourning (Saraswal . 2010, p.12). Besides, at the very early o the play,
Y addresses Daddy "Are you eady? )(D 2) I i . :

ing hi
aying his role, But Daddy as a player always forge

"It was an off-stage rumble ... And you know what that means ......" (P- 1475). 8

"It means the time has come for poor Grandma" (p. 1476).
. which signifies his readiness for

. . i _stage. It 3
The sound intensifies that the players are on stage and it was from off-stagf ts his lines and asks:

a scene on stage, the scene of Grandma's death. She should play her death

9dy: What do we do now?
death, Mommy addresses Daddy "off we go" (p. 5) means off the stage. 5

As McCarthy (2006) states, meta-theatre is a "self-conscious theatrical presentat

e (p. 1473), we do now? We go over there and sit down, of
120). Grandma directly refers to her role playing: G

Grandma: Don't put the lights up yet..... I'm not ready; I'm not quite ready- (3“‘

Shlights tp,
at the players knew what to do base on their texts. Such knowin
right dear.... I'm about done" (p 1476). gness

On their role

laying. I o
lavi - 0l€ Playing. In short, such | g
23Ying hints that the chi direct self-referentiality to the nature of play

; Calj aracters on the sta 3 5
Thus, she plays her role as a dying person. After her death-playing, she mutt ity and role playing ge are aware of their fictionality,

know how I'm supposed to do anything with this goddam toy shovel” (p-1

intensifies her role playing. She plays dead and she is aware that she is mea:
Suddenly the borderline between theatre and reality burrs, that is, she plays
she really died! She mutters "l can't move" (p. 1477).

oneept of
90 Story !;!:]e(t:-thea(re as argued by Lionel Abel is analyzed in The Sandbo;
b ese two one-act plays written by Edward Albee, Meta—theate)r( ;n:

Saraswathi (2010) indicates that Albee in The Sandbox "adopts @ :
eat
ure. Meta-theater, as Abel states, is a drama about drama which i
is

technique whereby the characters knowingly play out their individual rol





