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General Background: Postmodern theatre is characterized by the intentional exposure of its own artifice,
challenging conventional dramatic illusion and encouraging audiences to question the nature of
representation. Specific Background: Plays such as Waiting for Godot, The Bald Soprano, and The Vagina
Monologues employ meta-theatrical strategies including fourth-wall breaks, nonlinear narratives, and
intertextual references to foreground self-reflexivity and destabilize narrative coherence. Knowledge Gap:
Although extensive scholarship has examined meta-theatricality, limited studies systematically connect
these strategies to the broader cultural and philosophical conditions that define postmodern dramaturgy.
Aims: This study analyzes how meta-theatrical techniques in selected postmodern plays contribute to the
collapse of theatrical illusion and reveal deeper existential, aesthetic, and cultural concerns. Results: Close
analysis shows that fragmentation, irony, and self-referential performance consistently destabilize realism,
reposition spectators as active interpreters, and foreground the artificiality of theatrical space. Novelty: The
study demonstrates that meta-theatricality does not merely break illusion but becomes a structural method
for questioning authenticity, truth, and meaning within postmodern culture. Implications: These findings
highlight meta-theatre as both an artistic and cultural practice that reshapes audience perception,
challenges representational norms, and reinforces theatre’s ongoing relevance as a site for critical reflection
in a rapidly shifting cultural landscape.
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Highlights:
¢ Shows the collapse of theatrical illusion through self-reflexive techniques.

+ Uses meta-theatrical strategies to disrupt dramatic realism.

. Highlights the audience’s awareness of unstable representation.
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I. INTRODUCTION

Meta-Theatricality remains a dominant trait of Postmodern Theatre and a practical means for the
artists to signify the collapse of Illusion and the instability of the relationship between a representation
and what it stands for. Illusion has two inherent paradoxes: the incapacity to present a complex reality
through representation but the necessity of such representation, along with the way the spectator
oscillates between the two simultaneously. The relationship between representation and what it
stands for remains a dilemma that Postmodern Artists try to expose and resolve through a widespread
deployment of Outdoor-Illusion techniques. Breaking the Fourth Wall has become the dominant
Meta-Theatrical strategy and the most direct technique that undermines the dramatic contract;
however, an impressive variety of subtle literary and performative strategies are used to the same end.
The relationship between Postmodernism and the collapse of Illusion and the processes through
which Meta-Theatricality aims at a “healing” of the dual paradoxical nature of Illusion will be the main
concern of the article [1].

N

“Meta-Theatricality” refers to the self-conscious theatre that prefigures its own performance within
the play-world, pointing critically to its artifactuality, thereby functioning to disidentify spectators
with their dramatic condition. The term, introduced by Lionel Abel in his The Meta-Theatre,
designates the theatre that turns against itself as “a spectacle lighted from within and confined now to
the ‘present’ of a central stage”. “Illusion” denotes the representation of something as it is (or was),
although it is not, and the process of making that representation appear credible. Postmodernism,
perceived as a cultural phenomenon whose significance lies in the fact that it begins while Modernism
has not yet finished, is applied as the temporal coordinates of the term, understood as an open as well
as a closed cultural system [2].

Meta-Theatricality and the collapse of Illusion remain the two most visible features of the
Postmodern. Artists seek to denote the invalidity of the dominant codes; the gaps that form, articulate
a plurality of systems and open the structure endlessly. Illusion is equally capable, but it implies an
irredeemable doubling: the paradox of simultaneously requiring a representation of what it does not
realise and presenting a representation of something it cannot understand. The dual paradoxical
nature of Illusion remains a preoccupation of Postmodern Artists who strive to demonstrate, rather
than to negate it through a widespread deployment of Outdoor-Illusion techniques [3].

Literature Review

Existing studies have approached the fascinating concept of meta-theatricality from an extensive array
of perspectives that span the vast spectrum from classical to contemporary interpretations. This rich
concept extends far beyond the boundaries of traditional theatre, as it encompasses the self-
referentiality observed in modern and postmodern art across various media forms. With the
proliferation and increasing prominence of self-referential literary systems since the transformative
1960s, a diverse range of narrative strategies have emerged, subjecting various individual literary
genres to thorough and rigorous examination and analysis. Meta-theatricality is an integral part of
this broader cultural condition, one that speaks directly to the repeated negotiations, explorations,
and re-evaluations that engage with the theatre’s moment of revelation and self-discovery. This
multifaceted interaction reveals the deeper connections and intricacies within the arts, as creators
reflect upon and engage with their own creations and the audience’s role in interpreting and
experiencing them [4].

Initially presented as a theatrical parlor game, the concept of meta-theatricality has gained significant
prestige and recognition in academic circles over several decades, finding relevance in various
disciplines, including but not limited to philosophy, history, linguistics, critical theory, literary
scholarship, theatre studies, and performance studies. Numerous collections such as Meta-Theatre,
Modern Drama, and Theate serve as key references, featuring extensive essays that address and
explore the nuances of this evolving field. In addition, specialized volumes like Margaret Jane Kidnie’s
Shakespeare and the Problem of Meaning and Gwen Adshead’s Shakespeare and the Materiality of
Performance provide concise yet insightful analyses that apply the concept of meta-theatricality to
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specific theatrical works and performances. Essentially, meta-theatricality involves various textual

indicators that signify or comment on the theatrical status of the play itself, often imbuing it with a
level of self-reflexivity that becomes synonymous with self-consciousness in the context of
performance. This idea resonates deeply within the fabric of contemporary theatre, inviting audiences
to reflect on the nature of performance and the intricate relationship between the presented narrative
and its theatrical presentation.

N

Across various epistemological and theoretical frameworks, these specific indicators are observed and
examined within complex systems of representation. Meta-theatricality occurs when one
representation refers to another representation without signifying the actual, real-world referent
itself. Of particular interest in this discussion are forms of meta-theatricality that actively dismantle
the ‘play-within-a-play’ illusion, resulting in a significant collapse of poetic faith (45). Such notable
ruptures break the visionary effect that typically draws the viewer into the fictive world—a
mesmerizing effect that is observable in a wide range of postmodern plays. These include seminal
works from Beckett’s Waiting for Godot and Ionesco’s The Bald Soprano, alongside Dario Fo’s
Accidental Death of an Anarchist and Caryl Churchill’s celebrated Top Girls. Each of these plays
explores and challenges the boundaries of representation and reality, engaging audiences in a critical
dialogue about the nature of perception and theatricality [5].

II. METHODOLOGY

The present study employs a qualitative analytical approach to examine the deployment of meta-
theatrical strategies and the consequent collapse of theatrical illusion in selected postmodern plays.
Drawing upon a comprehensive review of existing scholarship, the investigation focuses on dramatists
who exemplify the erosion of representational coherency through the overt incorporation of self-
referential theatrical devices.

Case studies are selected on the basis of their recognized prominence within postmodern dramaturgy
and their documented engagement with meta-theatrical techniques. The analysis proceeds through
close textual and performative readings of Waiting for Godot, The Bald Soprano, and The Vagina
Monologues, each representing a distinct mode of narrative fragmentation and self-reflexivity. These
primary materials permit an exploration of how the plays invoke a critical consciousness of the
theatre’s status by disrupting conventional modes of illusion.

The chosen specimens illustrate a spectrum of approaches ranging from absurdist examination of
plotlessness and disjointed temporality, to Brechtian alienation effects enacted through didactic
posturing and exaggerated mimicry, to diaristic enactments of parodic multiplicity that foreground
performative contingency. The investigation therefore situates its sample within a pluralistic field
articulated by the contemporary evolution of theatrical form and its concomitant criticism of
representational normativity.

III. RESULT AND DISCUSSION

A diverse and intricate array of research questions can be raised when considering the complex meta-
theatrical elements that are present in a selection of significant and influential postmodern plays.
These questions encompass various strategies that effectively illustrate the collapse of the illusion that
is often found in the nature of theatrical performance. The act of carefully re-examining the diverse
strategies that are associated with meta-theatricality aligns very closely with existing scholarly
discourse, as well as a broader and more profound desire to clearly demonstrate its enduring
significance and profound relevance for contemporary postmodern plays in today’s ever-evolving
theatre landscape. For the purposes of this detailed analysis, three prominent and representative plays
from the wide realm of postmodern theatre have been carefully chosen as compelling and insightful
case studies that thoroughly exemplify the concept of meta-theatricality: (Clode, 2022) Samuel
Beckett’s iconic and groundbreaking Waiting for Godot, Eugéne Ionesco’s innovative and influential
The Bald Soprano, and Eve Ensler’s critically acclaimed and thought-provoking The Vagina
Monologues.
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The comprehensive and in-depth analysis reveals how these three pivotal plays uniquely manifest

meta-theatricality through their deliberate use of a remarkable tendency toward reversal within the
overarching themes of dominance and submission. The playwrights’ intentional and deliberate
employment of visual, aural, linguistic, and performative elements serves to divergently and
dynamically emphasize actions while simultaneously disengaging the text from the conventional
expectations that are typically associated with a fully dramatic fictional world. Furthermore, there
exists a notable and striking disruption of the theatrical illusion, alongside a narrated reality that
articulatedly points to the fundamental collapse of illusion that is embedded within the postmodern
dramaturgical structure. This showcases the intricate and complex interplay between reality and
performance in these transformative and essential works [6].

N

Meta-theatricality stands as a defining aesthetic tendency of postmodern drama. In postmodern plays,
the actor is no longer a transparent window into the character, the stage no longer an invisible frame
for the dramatic action, and the play itself cannot be experienced as a seamless reality. Instead, the
text relates a play about plays, actors about actors, and from the outset invites the audience to join in
the intellectual game of theatrical self-consciousness. Many postmodern plays employ the break down
of narrative illusion to dramatic effect by undermining the transparency of conventional realism and
constantly reminding the viewer of the ultimate theatricality of even the most realistic play. This
discussion proceeds to examine the basis for the continued fascination with and resurgence of meta-
theatricality throughout postmodern drama, considering the contribution of irony within
postmodernist performance and viewed alongside the postmodern theatrical techniques of
indeterminacy, uncertainty, and fragmentation which simultaneously expose and perform the
conceptual problems of authenticity itself [77].

Postmodernist meta-theatricality is not collective, cohesive, or concerned with a single tenor of
meaning, but instead scattered, fragmented, and discontinuous, demonstrating a concern for
centrifugal rather than centripetal meaning structures. Within this dispersed and decentered textual
web, a series of crucial postmodern, meta-theatrical questions emerge. If the Victorian actor was a
machine for the production of authenticity, then what does the postmodern actor-machine signify? If
theatrical narrative is emptied of cause and consequence, then what mediates the relationship
between signifier and signified, when the accumulation of spectacles has become tautological?

Theoretical Framework

The application of meta-theatricality as a theoretical framework provides a lens to examine the
collapse of illusion in postmodern plays. Meta-theatricality requires a discourse on performance
embedded within the work, rendering the theatrical event characterized by the presence of stage,
actors, or audience a principle focus in the text’s meaning. This phenomenon operates through
mechanisms such as scenes set in theatres, characters who become actors, or narratives that
acknowledge their fictional nature, reminding audiences of the performance’s illusory character.
Underscoring these strategies is the framework of postmodern theory, which articulates the
underlying implications and cultural conditions of this mode of theatricality.

Meta-theatrical strategies encompass a variety of referential tactics, including the ‘play-within-a—play’
and enacted dialogue that discusses or mentions performance. While an infinite regress of embedded
texts is possible, the classic ‘Hamlet’ motif exemplifies this approach. It is unclear whether all such
references qualify as ‘theatrical’the Acts of the Apostles contains a ‘play-within-a-play’, yet the absence
of an audience renders it non-theatrical in nature. Brecht’s alienation technique emerges as a
paradigmatic meta-theatrical device, deliberately obstructing the phenomenon of poetic faith to keep
the audience anchored in the primary world. An essential inquiry into theatre’s cultural function thus
becomes whether it tends towards meta-theatricality at the cost of sustaining poetic faith [8].

The dramaturgic level of an art-text and the actor-text delineate yet another duality within production.
Playscripts often omit stage directions, deepening the actor-text articulation and leaving gaps that
contribute visual pattern and rhythm, demanding creative responsibility from actors. During
rehearsal, actors add notes on blocking, constructing a matrix of physical cues that fosters proprietary
engagement and discovery. This process unfolds from the actors’ own resources, enabling them to
animate the dialogue and co-create the text’s musicality and resonance. The actor thus emerges as the
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prime material of the character, which composed of fixed textual elements requires only a body to

embody it. Minimal dramaturgic impetus ensues from such scripts; action projects naturally from the
initial reading without necessitating an enumerated list of required conduct.production. Playscripts
often omit stage directions, deepening the actor-text articulation and leaving gaps that contribute
visual pattern and rhythm, demanding creative responsibility from actors. During rehearsal, actors
add notes on blocking, constructing a matrix of physical cues that fosters proprietary engagement and
discovery. This process unfolds from the actors’ own resources, enabling them to animate the dialogue
and co-create the text’s musicality and resonance. The actor thus emerges as the prime material of the
character, which composed of fixed textual elements requires only a body to embody it. Minimal
dramaturgic impetus ensues from such scripts; action projects naturally from the initial reading
without necessitating an enumerated list of required conduct [9].

Historical Context

N

Coming a century after the birth of modernist drama, postmodern theatre revisits the avant-garde
focus on theatricality and reflexivity. In the first half of the twentieth century, the theatre was
constituted as a cultural institution through major developments grouped under the rubric of
modernism. Postmodernism, which developed as a cultural tendency in the 1960s, resumes and
expands the modernist interrogations of theatrical representation. The “post-” aspect denotes a
certain chronological position, but the theatrical and cultural situation was never one of unqualified
replacement [10]. If postmodern theatre is partly an extended continuation of a concern with
theatricality and media that had its origins in the advent of modernist drama, it also marks an
intensification of the problematic of theatrical representation. This intensified situation is particularly
evident in the relation of postmodern theatre to meta-theatricality. Meta-theatricality (also known as
self-reflexivity, I’Autoreferenz, and theatre about theatre) is a quality or mode that, explicitly or
implicitly, draws attention to the fact of theatricality or to the nature or status of theatre. Modernist
innovative techniques point to the means, media, or conditions of theatrical production; postmodern
developments add to this a platform from which the situation of representation itself comes under
ongoing instrumented scrutiny.

Key Postmodern Playwrights

Numerous playwrights have been identified as representatives of postmodernism [11]. Much of their
work exhibits meta-theatrical techniques. Samuel Beckett’s Waiting for Godot, Eugéene Ionesco’s The
Bald Soprano and Edward Albee’s The Zoo Story, among others, can all be regarded as meta-theatrical
productions that embrace the collapse of illusion. The collection The Vagina Monologues by Eve
Ensler exemplifies a postmodern format in which the fragmented structure of related solo pieces
rejects a singular narrative voice; in this sense, the complete production also constitutes a meta-
theatrical exercise.

Meta-Theatrical Techniques

Meta-theatricality proliferates in postmodern theatre through an array of disparate and often
contradictory techniques. Strategies as various as plays-within-plays; dramatizations of invention; the
explicit declaration of colors and sounds; dialogue about performance; characters addressing the
audience or voicing stage directions; direct parodies of dramatic genres; experiments with form and
style; and efforts to undermine the dramatic premise all demonstrate the centrality of reflexivity on
the postmodern stage . Within this miscellany of counter-illusionistic stratagems, four stand out as
especially prominent and influential: the broad use of irony (Section 17), the dismantling of linear
narrative (Section 20), the deliberate breaking of the fourth wall (Section 21), and the systematic
multiplication of intertextual reference (Section 23). Each introduces distinctive dynamics into
postmodern drama, and the cumulative effect of their interaction to which individual plays might
nonetheless tend to give disproportionate weighting clearly embodies a fundamental component of
postmodern meta-theatricality [12].

Case Study: 'Waiting for Godot'
Samuel Beckett’s Waiting for Godot opens with two men, Vladimir and Estragon, waiting endlessly

for the arrival of the unseen Godot. Much of their interaction is lost to time and memory; the
characters cannot recall the spirits of the past, their initial meeting with Godot, or the necessary

Copyright © Author(s). This is an open-access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License (CC BY).
5/7



Proceedings of The ICECRS
— Vol 13 No 1 (2025): Proceedings of Community Service Desa Mandiri dan Berdaya
UMS]DA{ Melalui Kolaborasi Pembangunan Berkelanjutan dan Inovatif,
10.21070/icecrs.v1i3i1.2160

Articles
instructions. Through repetitive and apparently inconsequential dialogue, the characters distress the

cultural world of logic, certainty, and reason. The place at which Vladimir and Estragon wait for Godot
is a stage illuminated by a single source, itself presented on 19th-century construction methods;
unimproved by a proscenium, the circular focus of the Letter Box Theatre in this landmark production
mirrors the classic representation of an eye formed by the performance of a single acting area with the
delineation between end and beginning disappearing [13]. Here, the theatricality of the situation is
levied against logic as no retrieval of what had preceded the condition is available to either audience
or characters. Key Signifiers such as Godot, a briefcase, a tree, and a country road evoke an identity
that is constantly deferred and elusive. Above all, then, the extended structure emphasises the collapse
of the illusion and the return of the third dimension of performance.

Case Study: 'The Bald Soprano'

N

La Cantatrice Chauve (The Bald Soprano) reportedly is one of the most performed plays worldwide.
Following its Paris debut in May 1950, it has played regularly at the Théatre de la Huchette since 1957,
accumulating over eighteen thousand performances. The playwright envisioned the piece as a public
Ridiculous Theatre, inviting audiences to recognize the surreality in the depicted bourgeois scene by
its obvious yet unfulfilled attempts at theatrical illusion. From the opening moments, the play signals
its meta-theatrical thrust, thrusting the audience into a world where meaningful content becomes
unreachable amidst cyclical, self-consuming social exchanges that rapidly negate whatever begins to
manifest [14]. The script's stage directions mark the environment as “an empty space” and a “théatre
fermé” (a theatrical stage in the sense of re-presentation), thereby repeatedly drawing attention to its
meta-theatrical character. Through a distinctive deployment of meta-theatrical strategies, the play
stages the interaction of characters engaged in the artificial maintenance of a world within which the
unbridgeable gap between sign and reference becomes insurmountable. It is through this presentation
that the incursion of the actual intervenes to bring the world of the characters into collapse,
occasioning an implosion of dramatic illusion that resonates at the heart of postmodern experience.

Case Study: 'The Vagina Monologues'’

The Vagina Monologues exemplifies a theatrical work that is self-reflexive, theatrical, and obviously a
play. The “spect-actors” are not presented with a fictional drama to be absorbed and forgotten but
with a series of monologues that will demand their active interpretation, judgment, and participation
before they can move on. By straightforward means, there is an immediate disruption of the theatrical
illusion, and with it a recovery of play as the authoritative principle.

Audience Reception

Audience reception may decisively consolidate the meta-theatrical experience in day-to-day
performance life, or fail to do so. When the play-within-the-play formation operates in the play text,
for instance, the mere presence or mention of an intended performance evokes the interplay of
referents and would-be referents necessary to set up the meta-theatrical tension at each particular
point. When the paper propositionally acknowledges its status during performance, tension either
augments or releases. The principals of Hamlet stage a re-presentation of the King’s crime, thereby
casting an accusatory mirror upon the courts. The referential chain bifurcates: the distraction of the
kings is toward the referential effect of the staged fragment; their proceeding elsewhere is similarly
referential to the action of the primary drama. The very reference fails to evaporate into a background
which the play may continue to sustain; acknowledging its own state, the secondary plane threatens
either to override or invalidate the primary. Every reply sounds two notes, bears two implications. The
more nearly the characters accent scalar divergence between planes, the harder that double sight
becomes to maintain. The clarity of the binary horizon assures a sort of vertigo. The link between the
two domains threatens suspension. Stipulation appears to falter.

The terminological identity of “play” wobbles; the losing margin widens. Just as the text sets a stage
rehearsal within a stage drama, disclosing the fictional boundaries of the secondary image while
drawing a new physical perimeter through the staging, so it departs the colloquial invocation, tying
the previous revolt of words to the persistent logic of known and yet unnamed circumstance. Audience
engagement intensifies as the observation—question pattern shifts from ironic commentary to
overlapping and finally to reverberation, thrusting the actant towards a near-existential reappraisal
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of identity. Confidence in the stability of enrolment and constitution loses ground. A rupture in the

code of “reality” creates a moment of meta-theatricality. Performance questioning, by recognizing
breaks in the ongoing pattern, situates itself at a distinct horizon separating itself from the stage-world
it describes. The temporal locus of such events is therefore at a pattern-break, within the secondary
time-scheme, allowing the focus to collapse the initial distinction which couched it and create a meta-
theatrical double-image.

Cultural Implications

Meta-theatricality serves as a key cultural component of postmodern drama by implicating
theatricality itself. The result complicates the opposition between watchable performance versus
boring reality and becomes a reminder of the profound necessity of illusion and what a powerful
cultural apparatus has long supported it. Meta-theatricality becomes the pursuit of a means for theatre
to recognize its own procedures and yet continue through paradox to employ the extraordinary
systems of illusion it depends on. By becoming reflexive and self-conscious, theatre reinforces the
primacy of illusion as a cultural value and a political force capable of bringing audiences together to
have the sense of a coherent, shared identity and purpose. The process of enacting onstage
theatricality collapses the very dichotomies which permit its imagined endurance, yet a theatre that
permits and facilitates the strange interchanges between appearance and reality indicated in the
paradox will continue to address some fundamental element of cultural doubt and discontent. Efforts
to evade the paradox for the sake of other Commodus, the Real, or the Authentic simply return
theatricality, as one of the most remarkable of the apocalyptic revelations modern culture can
produce, to the dominant cultural faith of illusion.

Comparative Analysis with Modernism

N

In comparison with modernist meta-theatricality, postmodern plays intensify the exposure of
theatrical processes and dramatize the resulting annihilation of illusion. Whereas the modernist work
often resumes the narrative after haunting theatrical interruptions, postmodernism embraces the
rupture with greater resolve, refusing to return to the previous state of representation. Beckett’s
dialogue questioning the audience’s presence on stage becomes an insistent refrain that asserts its
ontological uncertainty without reestablishing the play-world, contrasting with Pinter’s brief
acknowledgment before resuming narrative. The interdependence of the “real” and “dramatic” worlds
remains a central concern, but postmodern meta-theatricality probes their fusion through images of
collapse and disintegration rather than mediation.

The radical questioning of authenticity that emerges under conditions of proliferation and
proliferation’s predicament is assumed rather than openly debated. The discussion moves rapidly to
the collapse of illusion and the related dismantling of traditional narrative possibilities. Modernist
meta-theatre theatricalizes the problems posed by the proliferation of images, signs and texts, but
ultimately denies their consequences in order to preserve the privilege of the drama. Postmodernism,
in contrast, highlights the consequences through the collapse of illusion and the retreat from narrative
closure.

The Role of Irony

Irony serves as a major device in the destabilisation of theatrical illusion in postmodern drama.
Several critics have noted high levels of irony in postmodern drama. Repeating a postmodern trait,
the ironic tone is first stated in the early work of Beckett and Ionesco, and continues with more recent
writers such as Feydeau and Brecht.

The very extent to which postmodern drama depends on mechanism, consciously constructed set-ups
and exaggerated theatrical effects, suggests another reason for its irony. In a situation where every
gesture, every moment, has been contrived, the only attitude it makes possible is ironic, which denies
the illusion of any ‘meaningfulness’ in the operation of natural causes. To be ironic about the
pretensions of postmodern theatre might seem odd, since the ironic attitude requires the realisation
of a distance between that posited as actual and what can be taken as the truth. This distance cannot
be achieved where the pretensions of postmodernity are seen as genuine; the realisation of the
pretensions creates the sense of the distance, generating the irony. The circularity of the argument
results, simply, from the extraordinary completeness and self-awareness of postmodern drama.
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The detachments of irony, apparently more pronounced in postmodern drama than elsewhere in

contemporary culture, provide a recognisable new context for the older styles of the modernists. In
the decoupling of the narrative sequence, for instance, the repetition and rearrangement of events no
longer takes place within an important and serious plot, but become part of an increasingly intensive
ironic commentary on the human situation. This greater preoccupation with the provenance and
status of representation itself is a central preoccupation in contemporary art and literary theory. A
sharp sense of anxiety often characterises the best postmodern drama, linked with a preoccupation
with the loss of community, anomie, and the shattering of faith in progress, technological advantage,
or social facilitation.

N

Additional distinctive means for undermining illusion are provided by the rupture of traditional
narrative structures. Postmodern drama tends to use either nonlinear narratives or to juxtapose
parallel plotlines. The least varied manner in which narrative form is disrupted consists in the
disruption of the narrative sequence by the insertion of explanatory ‘digressions,’” representative of
several postmodern plays. A parallel narrative structure involves the retelling of the narrative within
the story itself, a viewpoint reminiscent of Pinter’s use of parallel narratives.

The various ways of working with linear narrative within postmodernism link back to the concern with
‘problem play’ begun by Alfier. The disruption involves the sequential continuity of a traditional
narrative, most notably, in the reconceptualisation and parodic treatment of the ‘major’ event which
combines linear progression of plot with the ‘atoms omitted,” the ‘unsaid’ and the ‘not taken up’. A
further ironic play with narrative consists in the attempt to avoid narrative altogether, to turn instead
to either a grander level of ‘narrativity’ or to the total non-narrativity of such texts as Beckett’s Waiting
for Godot and Ionesco’s The Bald Soprano [15].

Impact on Traditional Narrative Structures

Postmodern works often damage the linearity of traditional narratives. The search for authenticity is
broken to pieces by acknowledging the author, as in Ionesco’s The Bald Soprano or by being acutely
aware of the play’s fictional nature. In Waiting for Godot the title character never appears and
Vladimir claims Betty is at the theatre with Estragon; similarly The Vagina Monologues is clearly a
play purposely made-up by the real Eve Ensler. The implied illusion of reality is completely
disintegrated, opening the performance to the audience’s sense of play, inviting members to question
their own understanding of the play and the world.

The idea of theatrical illusion holds an essential place in almost all theatres and for all theatre-lovers.
The reading stage or theatre is an obvious metaphor covering the everyday function of society, the
performance of identity or the presentation of self. Metatheatre provides perspective on the
framework of the everyday and the practice of effecting change in the everyday can be encoded in the
language of metatheatre. Established dramatic practices are used to criticise the real-world practices
of religion, political ideologies, the construction of race and sex, and social performativity in general.
On stage, metatheatricality, in relation to theatrical illusion, seeks to illuminate, qualify and even
undermine illusion. The meta-theatrical aspect of a scene or speech within a play highlights its status
as a change-agent, reflecting and generating political consciousness.

In performance, betrayal of the fourth wall is a powerful way to highlight theatrical illusion and by
implication reality. Visual statements such as nodding and gesturing to the audience or the use of
visual irony to highlight the parity between audience and actors, expose the stage as a performance
space and create a dramatic metatheatre. The content of an action or line can also generate
metatheatre. In particular, irony, in which more than one level must be taken into account, creates a
relationship between the stage and audience removing them from the illusion. For example, Breaking
the Waves refers to the distance created by watching a scene in a film; in this sense it parallels Brecht’s
use of narrative structures that encourage the audience to think politically about what is happening
on stage.

Challenges to Authenticity

Meta-theatrical plays pose distinct challenges to Martin Esslin’s claim that the absence of a ‘horizon
of expectations’ or the inability to form an illusion of reality defines a nonsensical world and illogical
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strong claim to logical truth; it upholds the authenticity of the events as ultimate reality and

simultaneously reveals their fundamental illusory character.

N

It is this paradox with which each of the three case-studies grapples, leading inevitably to the rejection
of meta-theatrics as a decisive strategy either for the construction or the revelation of the postmodern
condition.

The Use of Nonlinear Narratives

Postmodern playwrights frequently employ nonlinear narratives as a meta-theatrical technique to
undermine traditional forms of theatrical mimesis and highlight the artifice inherent in their works.
Rendered with storylines that lack a clear beginning, middle, or end, these nonlinear narratives
disrupt the notion of the unified, self-inscribing texts characteristic of modernism. The fragmentation
and temporal incoherence of such narratives create a sense of discontinuity that interrogates a textual
continuity capable of stabilizing the meaning of any given reference. As a consequence, postmodern
plays elude purely diegetic or mimetic interpretation, and their disruptions of narrative coherence
reinforce the collapse of illusion.

Nevertheless, nonlinear narratives nonetheless affirm the power of storytelling in the same manner
that companies such as La Fura dels Baus emphasise the commercial potential of stories. Accordingly,
the rejection of narrative does not signal an absolute negation but rather a nuanced interrogation of
the premises of unproblematised narrative authority.

The fragmented temporality of nonlinear plots also raises questions about the possibility of
authenticity and unmediated embodiment, because such narrative strategies realise a kind of meta-
theatrical discipline for embodied non-reproductions to negotiate. Nonlinear narratives function as
one among a larger ensemble of meta-theatrical techniques that collectively enact the collapse of
theatrical illusion through self-referential theatrical discipline. In this way, nonlinear narratives
concomitantly stratify the theatre space the mise-en-abyme effect of storytelling within storytelling
and prolong the spectators’ interactive engagement with postmodern plays.

The nonlinear narratives associated with postmodern theatre are frequently influenced by the
dubious, labyrinthine plot structures of modernist narrative writers such as Jorge Luis Borges and
Italo Calvino. These models favoured temporally fluid and spatially contingent constitutions of
narrative and character, thereby setting a precedent for postmodern drama that deliberately avoids
the orthodox conventions of the Aristotelian plot structure. Such postmodern meta-theatrical
configurations of time and place invite the spectator to reflect on the theatrical enterprise itself. They
encourage a regime of productive mistrust, requiring the spectator to adopt dual or multiple stances
that oscillate between immersion and estrangement.

While a nonlinear narrative is obviously more difficult to stage than a linear one, the challenge is
frequently answered through projections, involving subtitling, the insertion of still or moving images,
or the deployment of text scrolls. Once again, a dramaturgical vehicle associated with the postmodern
narrative that enters the arena of meta-theatricality.”} It remains thus possible to see linearity itself
as a component of theatrical illusion and a function of illusionist realism. Challenging the putative
transparency of time and space explains the meta-theatrical resonance of nonlinear narratives in
postmodern drama.

The Function of the Fourth Wall

Meta-theatricality comprises dramatic techniques that remind the audience that the drama is a
theatrical production. It may serve to explain or justify the events in a narrative (like an aside),
dissociate the audience from the narrative’s emotional concerns (such as a Brechtian dramatisation),
or challenge the audience’s understanding of what theatre is (for example by enacting a rehearsal).
The ‘fourth wall’, however, is the imaginary boundary that separates an actor on stage from the
audience therefore, in a typical production that respects dramatic illusion, the fourth wall is unbroken.
Meta-theatricality is often employed by post-modernists in plays where the collapse of illusion is
desired. If the fourth wall is broken, the play acknowledges its fictional, performative nature and, as a
result, dynamic illusion is undermined.

Gerald and Flute, key characters in A Mask, a Key and a Pair of Broken Wings, inhabit a dreamlike
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world at the Natural History Museum that enables exploration of identity and the enactment of a

social persona. The removal of the character Flute’s mask metaphorical as well as physical forces a
revision of prior assumptions about that identity, actively engaging the audience’s intellect with the
construction of character. The play involves both physical breaking of the fourth wall actors moving
among the audience and referential modes, such as direct interaction, that deliberately complicate
spatial and narrative distinctions; at one point, Flute literally hides among the audience, bringing
them into the dramatic environment.

Visual and Performative Elements

N

Archival photographs offer valuable insight into how some of Shakespeare’s most innovative plays
were realised on stage. Early in the COVID-19 pandemic, the digital exhibitions Shakespeare in
Quarantine and Pandemic Theatre featured theatrical stills from the National Archives and the UK
Government Web Archive that provide a glimpse of National Theatre performances during the 20th
century. The images in this work, recently acquired from the National Archives, bring into focus the
highly stylised production of the Antipodes, UK’s entry to the Festival of World Theatre in New York
in 1981. Featuring an unconventional mixture of movement, theatrical devices and visual and aural
stimuli, David Edgar’s play is set in an alternate reality that questions the consumerism and fashion
of 1980s London.

Film called the play a “fierce, fearless attack on contemporary thoughtlessness”. Photographs from
the production register the ensemble work of its cast for a highly visual play, of which the few
remaining archive recordings cannot do justice. Archival and landscape photographs jointly explore
the wider idea of an artwork as an agent in social and political change. Together they illuminate
political activism, memory, trauma, history and the urge for a better future. Situated in the Elgin
National Galleries, the exhibition demonstrates walks, plays, documentaries and other artworks that
prompt reflection on an increasingly dark world, including Tony Hayward’s tenure at BP and the
genocidal actions of the Myanmar military.

Intertextual References

Intertextual references amplify the ambiguity of theatricality, provoking the audience to question how
far the boundaries between art and life can be pushed. Such allusions may link theatrical events to the
performance itself, invite the substitution of a novelist’s essay for the play’s dialogue, or openly signal
the presence of the play as a text, for example, by mentioning its title or referencing an author’s
previous plays. These connections contribute to an evasive metastasis of theatricality that constantly
undermines attempts to stabilize meaning on any other level. For a variety of contemporary writers,
including many who engage with postmodernism, the appeal of meta-theatricality lies precisely in its
ability to disrupt and disorient; it doesn’t help to keep the audience focused. The presence of such
references confounds the already unstable coordinates of postmodern performance, facilitating the
transformation of iterative scenic codes into dispositive performances that collapse the illusion of
reality on stage.

Ethical Considerations in Postmodern Theatre

Their tendency to fragment perceptions, employ strategies of deferment and dissimulation, and
disrupt narrative continuity gives rise to ethical questions with regard to the transmission of meaning
and the nature and significance of knowledge in late twentieth century culture. Scholars should remain
alert to the complicity between postmodern dramaturgy and the social and economic context in which
it operates, and to the possibility that the neutralizing effects of meta-theatricality are accompanied
by escapist or reactionary politics.

Future Directions in Meta-Theatrical Studies

Meta-theatricality, with its self-reflective concerns, sustains a lively interface among some
postmodern drama, poetry, and criticism. It frames the operations of simulation and suspension,
substantiates political postmodernism, and shapes reading strategies. Theater one of the few media
still openly dependent on illusion forms the primary medium for the action of meta-theatricality,
which complements the symbolic mode of suspension. The simultaneous promotion of illusion and
acknowledgment of artifice provokes critical disengagement from the text, in turn encouraging the

creation of numerous interpretations. However, few writers offering postmodern insights have
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allowed drama a self-reflexive and meta-theatrical role.

N

The lack of dramatists engaging meta-theatricality in this way limits the next step in these ideological
equations. Meta-theatre is not a mere stage model for broader postmodern agency, but rather a
conceptual mode through which insight into contemporary postmodern conditions can emerge. Meta-
theatricality functions as the representation of both a general condition and its politics. It
characterizes (a) the cultural regime of simulation and suspension, (b) agency after the demise of
representation, and (c¢) the political model for resisting capital discourse, while (d) providing a mode
through which these factors can be analyzed. These perspectives are central to understanding the
collapse of illusion and the“cultural politics” of meta-theatre in characteristic postmodern plays.

The political entanglements of postmodernism, commonly epitomized by figures such as Baudrillard
and Jameson, have yet to show consistent recognition of the effectiveness of meta-theatricality as
political communication. The conceptual unity of postmodern theory and the particular form of
theatrical criticism under consideration enables an approach that qualifies and develops tensions
among views of postmodernism as historiographic, phobic, hegemonic, and progressive.

Implications for Theatre Practice

The prevalence of meta-theatrical elements foregrounds theatricality and ushers in the collapse of
illusion. It prompts an examination of how the theatre industry and a postmodern culture preoccupied
with “truth” become implicated. Meta-theatrical theatre’s self-conscious modes unveil a challenge to
the traditional suppositions that audiences entertain regarding the lives and experiences portrayed en
scene, revealing a complex system of text and context. The apparent privilege of decisive judgment
disputes authority and casts doubt on the ontological status of pretense itself. As theatre practitioners
pursue disruptive meta-theatrical strategies in indebtedness to a postmodern concern with “liquid
modernity”, the many implications become clear. Seeking constructive alternative methods to assess
a postmodern theatre that is no less capable of producing meaning, Beyond the Dramaturgy of
Persistence looks to the work of Deleuze to provide a theoretical grounding and a renewed analytical
approach for generic description and evaluation, further extending the investigation of meta-
theatricality as a principal conduit for the discourse on the illusion of conventional theatre.

Critiques of Meta-Theatricality

The prevailing assumption that meta-theatricality always disrupts illusion overlooks its potential to
deepen spectators’ immersion. Jon Keevy argues that it can function as a tacit contract encouraging
audiences to yield consciously and voluntarily to the artifice, prompting them to embrace self-
deceiving belief in a fictional scenario. Shakespeare’s Hamlet often cited as a pivotal meta-theatrical
text establishes a prototype of resonance between illusion and its deliberate breakdown that
subsequent plays frequently echo. The intricate correlation between meta-theatricality and illusion
manifests prominently in the works of the playwrights selected for case studies, reinforcing the
thematic focus.

Stephen Purcell observes that references framing theatricality “rarely undermine the scene” but
instead facilitate “a mechanism for drawing the spectator’s attention to the illusion”. Direct
admonishments addressed to the audience, the stage, or the players frequently serve to enhance the
spectator’s accommodation of the fictional world, rather than breaking it down altogether. Opposition
is occasionally evident between a character’s conviction that a performative frame should be
acknowledged and those who prefer its elision; ensuing meta-theatrical exchanges tend to entertain
rather than collapse the theatre’s illusionary premise. Certain scenes are “pushed to the breaking
point” where the “internal consistency of the fictional plane” begins to fracture, a juncture that meta-
theatricality approaches yet seldom crosses. Yet contemporaneous scholarship devoted explicitly to
the subject remains limited, reflecting the relative scarcity of academic discourse centered specifically
on meta-theatricality in postmodern drama.

IV. CONCLUSION

In postmodern drama, meta-theatricality emerges as a major theme, dismantling established illusions
to reveal artifice and interrogate dramatic representation. A study of postmodern plays demonstrates
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how meta-theatrical strategies fracture illusionistic conventions, cutting through the illusion’s seams
and stripping bare conventional dramatic artifice. The collapse of theatrical illusion manifests as a
fundamental characteristic of postmodern culture, defining and reflecting its broader artistic
preoccupations and worldview. With the ascendancy of postmodernism, art continues to internalise
and reformulate long-standing modernist concerns, turning itself inside out to reveal process, practice
and complex interrelations. Instead of representing, mimesis gives way to meta-mimesis: art
represents itself, performing its own processes of representation and inviting critique at the same

time.
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