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Chairs is a play written by the Romanian-French playwright Eugene Ionesco. It was first 

performed in 1952. The play is often categorized as part of the Theater of the Absurd, a genre 

that emerged in the mid-20th century and is characterized by its exploration of the absurdity 

of human existence. 

Absurdity is a central theme in the works of Eugène Ionesco, a prominent figure in the 

Theatre of the Absurd movement. His plays often explore the irrationality and 

meaninglessness of human existence, portraying characters trapped in nonsensical situations 

and environments.  

In Ionesco's plays, such as The Bald Soprano and Rhinoceros, absurdity manifests through 

disjointed dialogue, illogical actions, and surreal settings. For instance, in The Bald Soprano, 

the characters engage in banal conversations that devolve into absurdity as they repeat 

nonsensical phrases and fail to communicate effectively. Similarly, Rhinoceros depicts the 

gradual transformation of townspeople into rhinoceroses, a surreal and absurd scenario that 

serves as a metaphor for conformity and the loss of individuality. 

The absurdity in Ionesco's works often serves to critique societal norms, conventions, and the 

human condition itself. By exaggerating the absurdity of everyday life, Ionesco prompts 

audiences to question the meaning and purpose of their existence, as well as the systems and 

structures that govern society. Through his exploration of absurdity, Ionesco challenges 

conventional notions of reality and invites audiences to embrace ambiguity and uncertainty. 

In Chairs, an elderly couple, known simply as Old Man and Old Woman, gather chairs in a 

room, preparing for a series of invisible guests who will attend a meeting where the Old Man 

will deliver an important message. As the play progresses, the room fills with more and more 

chairs, symbolizing the anticipation and anxiety of the couple as they prepare for the arrival 

of these guests. 



 

245 | P a g e  
 

In Eugene Ionesco's play The Chairs, absurdity permeates every aspect of the narrative, 

contributing to its surreal and disorienting atmosphere. The play unfolds in a world devoid of 

logic and coherence, where the absurdity of human existence is laid bare. One prominent 

element of absurdity in The Chairs is the proliferation of chairs themselves. The characters 

continuously bring in chairs, stacking them to absurd heights without any clear purpose or 

function. This accumulation of chairs symbolizes the futile attempts of humanity to find 

meaning and significance in a chaotic and meaningless world. 

Furthermore, the dialogue between the characters is often nonsensical and devoid of 

rationality. They engage in repetitive and meaningless conversations, highlighting the 

absurdity of language and communication. The characters' actions and interactions lack any 

discernible purpose or direction, adding to the overall sense of absurdity and confusion. 

Additionally, the play's setting, a dilapidated and decaying room, contributes to the 

atmosphere of absurdity. The room is filled with strange and inexplicable objects, further 

blurring the line between reality and illusion. 

The Chairs is a prime example of absurd theatre, where the absurdity of existence is explored 

through disjointed narratives, nonsensical dialogue, and surreal imagery. The play explores 

themes of loneliness, communication breakdown, and the search for meaning in a seemingly 

chaotic and meaningless world. The dialogue is often disjointed and nonsensical, adding to 

the overall sense of absurdity. Chairs is considered one of Ionesco's most famous works and 

has been staged numerous times around the world. It remains a significant contribution to the 

genre of absurdist theater. 

In Eugene Ionesco's play Chairs, several symbols contribute to its overall thematic depth and 

impact. Here are some key symbols: 

1. Chairs: The titular chairs represent the empty vessels of human existence. They symbolize 

the vacuity of life and the futile search for meaning in an absurd world. As the characters 

continually bring in more and more chairs, stacking them until the stage is filled, it 

emphasizes the overwhelming sense of emptiness and insignificance that pervades the human 

condition. 

2. Old Man's Message: The Old Man's message, which he believes will bring enlightenment 

and salvation, symbolizes humanity's desperate quest for knowledge and understanding in the 

face of existential despair. However, the message ultimately remains unheard and 
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incomprehensible, underscoring the absurdity of human endeavors and the inability to find 

answers to life's mysteries. 

3. Invisible Guests: The invisible guests invited by the Old Man and the Old Woman 

symbolize the absence of genuine connection and communication in society. Despite the 

characters' efforts to host these guests, they remain unseen and unheard, highlighting the 

loneliness and isolation that plague human existence. 

4. The Sea: The repeated mention of the sea throughout the play serves as a metaphor for the 

vastness and unknowable nature of existence. It represents the mysteries of life and death, the 

relentless passage of time, and the overwhelming forces that shape human destiny. 

5. The Orator's Speech: The Orator's nonsensical speech, delivered with great pomp and 

ceremony, symbolizes the meaningless rhetoric and hollow promises of authority figures. It 

underscores the absurdity of power and the tendency of those in positions of influence to 

manipulate and deceive the masses. 

These symbols in Chairs mean together to create a richly layered exploration of existential 

themes such as alienation, futility, and the search for meaning in a chaotic and absurd world. 
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