
THE JOINER PRIZE ESSAY

Expressing the Inexpressible:
Ionesco and the Struggle with Language

Nancy Lane
University of South Carolina-Columbia

Conscious that "the one who speaks is not in his language:l Eugene
lonesco has often felt alienated from or even hostile to spoken language,
not because he lacks facility in it (on the contrary, he grants numerous
interviews and is an engaging, witty conversationalist), but because he
mistrusts it. For lonesco, it is far too easy to be "carried away"by words and
to become lost in them: "The hardest thing is not to let yourself be pushed
around, that is not to let yourself get carried away--to say words and not to
allow yourself to be spoken by them" (Decouvertes97-98). Indeed, it is now
a platitude of lonesco criticism to point out that the characters in the early
"tragedies of language" are spoken by language; they do not use language so
much as it uses them, carrying them off on a wild torrent of words and
sounds. In Journal en miettes, lonesco condemns language on two counts,
opposing parler (speaking) both tofaue (doing) and to 2tre (being): "Words
no longer reveal. Words chatter. Words are literary. Words are escape.
Words prevent silence from speaking. Words are deafening. Rather than
being action, words console us as best they can for failing to act. Words
wear out thought. This too is words. It's enough that my anguish recede a
bit and I begin to speak instead of trying to grasp reality, my reality,
realities" (103-4). On the one hand, talking is a futile activity that renders
action impossible: "Logos has become paralysis" (Journal 103). This aspect
of the failure of language appears throughout lonesco's work, particularly in
the figure of the paralyzed, ineffectual writer/artist--Choubert in Vzctimsof
Duty (Vzctimesdu devou, 1953) and Am&l~ in the play of the same name
(1954), for example. The B6renger of The Killer (Tueur sans gages, 1959) is
the most striking example of language paralyzing action, as his
extraordinarily eloquent "debate" with the invisible killer (running to ten
pages in the Gallimard edition of lonesco's theatre) ends with "My God,
what can be done, nothing can be done'" (II: 172).

More profound and haunting for lonesco, however, is the disjunction
between language and being. For lonesco, being is an "astonishment at
being" (itonnement d'2tre)--that epiphanal experience described several
times in his journals and interviews. As L.AC. Dobrez argues convincingly,
it is closely related to Heideggerian angst, a "euphoric vision. . . set against
the stifling world of 'falling' inauthentic beings" (153). This euphoric vision
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