Some serious Theory: Jean Genet and Jacques Lacan

Introduction:

There's no such thing as a theory-free approach to literature.  Even such an apparently theory-free statement as "Never mind all these theorists - I like drama because it tells us about the writer's innermost secret feelings", contains an unstated theoretical assumption that drama is necessarily an autobiographical, confessional form - an assumption shared by some, but by no means by all, of the playwrights under discussion on this unit.

In the case of Jean Genet, though, it is particularly difficult to ignore theoretical questions.  In particular, critical writing about Genet often alludes to the Lacanian idea of the Mirror Stage, and it would be useful to know something about this.  Thanks to the internet, it is easier than ever to obey the rallying call of Renaissance humanists, and go "ad fontes" - right back to the sources where the theory starts.

Instructions:

Read The Balcony.  Then read Jacques Lacan's short essay, "The mirror stage as formative of the function of the I as revealed in psychoanalytic experience" (1949) - online with marginal notes at 

· http://courses.essex.ac.uk/lt/lt204/Mirror%20Stage.htm
Make notes attempting to plot out roughly what he's going on about.  

At this stage, we can find out more about who Lacan was, and about his vocabulary.  Sites like

· http://www.iep.utm.edu/lacweb/
· http://www.egs.edu/library/jacques-lacan/biography/
are pretty helpful in this respect.  [Note - all three of these sites have university web addresses - implying they're reasonably respectable]

Come up with working definitions for:

· the I

· the gestalt

· the innenwelt/umwelt

· the mirror stage

Are any of these ideas useful for thinking about The Balcony?  Do we see any parallels between them and the play - for instance, how does The Balcony use mirrors?  Make notes on parallels like these that you notice.

Finally, don't be put off by Lacan's bizarre obscurantist style.  (I'm still trying to find his source for the amazing claims about pigeons, for instance).  You might think he's being deliberately difficult for rhetorical effect.  Is this an insight of any use for Genet?

Further Work:
Lacan's ideas seem to inform some aspects of Genet's theories of psychology, but another way into The Balcony is provided by Antonin Artaud's writings on the "theatre of cruelty".  Excerpts are in the Wadsworth Anthology of Drama.  Alternatively, does the Lacanian toolkit provide anything of interest for, say, Blanche in A Streetcar Named Desire?  Or Willy in Death of A Salesman?

