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Hello. 

Only the text highlighted above remains to be taught in UNIT IV. 

I’m providing you course material below for Luigi Pirandello: Six Characters in Search of an 

Author so that you can understand it and prepare your answers for the exam. 

 

Prepare the following: critical appreciation, themes, technique, innovations, and significance of 

the title (short question). 

 

I’ll send you course material on Unit I soon. 

 

In case you have any doubts you can contact me on phone or send queries to my email. 

All the best! 

 

 

 

Luigi Pirandello: Six Characters in Search of an Author 

Biographical note 

Luigi Pirandello(1867-1936) was born in Girgenti, Sicily. He studied philology at Rome and at 

Bonn and wrote a dissertation on the dialect of his native town (1891). From 1897 to 1922 he 

was professor of aesthetics and stylistics at the Real Istituto di Magistere Femminile at Rome. 

Pirandello’s work is impressive by its sheer volume. He wrote a great number of novellas which 



were collected under the title Novelle per un anno (15 vols., 1922-37). Of his six novels the best 

known are Il fu Mattia Pascal (1904) [The Late Mattia Pascal], I vecchi e i giovani (1913) [The 

Old and the Young], Si gira (1916) | [Shoot!], and Uno, nessuno e centomila (1926) [One, None, 

and a Hundred thousand]. 

But Pirandello’s greatest achievement is in his plays. He wrote a large number of dramas which 

were published, between 1918 and 1935, under the collective title of Maschere nude [Naked 

Masks]. The title is programmatic. Pirandello is always preoccupied with the problem of identity. 

The self exists to him only in relation to others; it consists of changing facets that hide an 

inscrutable abyss. In a play like Cosí é (se vi pare) (1918) [Right You Are (If You Think You 

Are)], two people hold contradictory notions about the identity of a third person. The protagonist 

in Vestire gli ignudi (1923) [To Clothe the Naked] tries to establish her individuality by assuming 

various identities, which are successively stripped from her; she gradually realizes her true 

position in the social order and in the end dies «naked», without a social mask, in both her own 

and her friends’ eyes. Similarly in Enrico IV (1922) [Henry IV] a man supposedly mad imagines 

that he is a medieval emperor, and his imagination and reality are strangely confused. The 

conflict between illusion and reality is central in La vita che ti diedi (1924) [The Life I Gave You] 

in which Anna’s long-lost son returns home and contradicts her mental conception of him. 

However, his death resolves Anna’s conflict; she clings to illusion rather than to reality. The 

analysis and dissolution of a unified self are carried to an extreme in Sei personaggi in cerca 

d’autore (1921) [Six Characters in Search of An Author] where the stage itself, the symbol of 

appearance versus reality, becomes the setting of the play. 

The attitudes expressed in L’Umorismo [Humour], an early essay (1908), are fundamental to all 

of Pirandello’s plays. His characters attempt to fulfil their self-seeking roles and are defeated by 

life itself which, always changing, enables them to see their perversity. This is Pirandello’s 

humour, an irony which arises from the contradictions inherent in life. 

From Nobel Lectures, Literature 1901-1967, Editor Horst Frenz, Elsevier Publishing Company, 

Amsterdam, 1969  

 

Publication 

Originally written in Italian. 

Written and first performed in 1921. 

Overview 

Six Characters in Search of an Author, a play in three acts. Introducing Pirandello’s device of 

the “theatre within the theatre,” the play explores various levels of illusion and reality. It had a 

great impact on later playwrights, particularly such practitioners of the Theatre of the Absurd as 

Samuel Beckett, and Eugène Ionesco. 

https://www.nobelprize.org/nobel_organizations/nobelfoundation/publications/lectures/index.html
https://www.britannica.com/art/dramatic-literature
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/illusion
https://www.britannica.com/art/Theatre-of-the-Absurd
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Samuel-Beckett
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Eugene-Ionesco


Six Chracters in Search of An Author) asked the question, can fictional characters be more 

authentic than real persons, and what is the relationship between imaginary characters and the 

writer, who has created them.  

Six Characters in Search of an Author consists of roles-within-roles. In rehearsal preparations of 

a theatrical company are interrupted by the Father and his family who explain that they are 

characters from an unfinished dramatic works. They want to interpret again crucial moments of 

their lives, claiming that they are "truer" than the "real" characters. "How can we understand 

each other if the words I use have the sense and the value I expect them to have, but whoever is 

listening to me inevitably thinks that those same words have a different sense and value, because 

of the private world he has inside himself too. We think we understand each other: but we never 

do," says the Father. He tells that he has helped his wife to start a new life with her lover and the 

three illegitimate children born to them. The Wife claims that he forced her into the arms of 

another man. The Stepdaughter accuses the Father for her shame – they met before in Mme 

Pace's infamous house, and he did not recognize her. She was forced to turn to prostitution to 

support the family. The Son refuses to acknowledge his family and runs into the garden. He shots 

himself and the actors argue about whether the boy is dead or not. The Father insists that the 

events are real. The Producer says: "Make-believe?! Reality?! Oh, go to hell the lot of you! 

Lights! Lights! Lights!" and The Stepdaughter escapes into the audience laughing maniacally. 

Six Chracters in Search of An Author created a scandal when it was first performed in Rome, but 

it was hailed as a masterpiece in Paris, innovatively produced by Georges Pitoëff. G.B. Shaw 

praised it as the most original play ever. Enrio IV (1922, Henry IV, known in the United States 

as The Living Mask), premiered in Milan, received much better reception. The play told about a 

man who has fallen from his horse during a masquerade and starts to believe he is the German 

emperor Henry IV. To accommodate his illness his wealthy sister has placed him in a medieval 

castle surrounded by actors dressed as eleventh-century courtiers. The nameless hero regains his 

sanity after twelve years, but decides to pretend he is mad. Marco Bellocchio's screen version of 

the play, starring Marcello Mastroianni in the title role, was made in Italy in 1984. Astor 

Piazzolla wrote and arranged the music for the film. An excerpt from the soundtrack, the tango 

Oblivion, became one of Piazzolla's most popular pieces.  

With the trilogy Six Characters in Search of An Author, in which the characters of the title are 

called into existence by a writer, Ciascuno  suo modo (1924) and Questa sera si recita soggetto 

(1930), Pirandello revolutionized the modern theatrical techniques.  

 

Notes and Analysis 

 

Six Chracters in Search of An Author) asked the question, can fictional characters be more 

authentic than real persons, and what is the relationship between imaginary characters and 

the writer, who has created them. Six Characters in Search of an Author consists of roles-

within-roles. In rehearsal preparations of a theatrical company are interrupted by the 

Father and his family who explain that they are characters from an unfinished dramatic 



works. They want to interpret again crucial moments of their lives, claiming that they are 

“truer” than the “real” characters. 

“How can we understand each other if the words I use have the sense and the value I expect 

them to have, but whoever is listening to me inevitably thinks that those same words have a 

different sense and value, because of the private world he has inside himself too. We think we 

understand each other: but we never do,” says the Father. 

He tells that he has helped his wife to start a new life with her lover and the three 

illegitimate children born to them. 

The Wife claims that he forced her into the arms of another man. 

The Stepdaughter accuses the Father for her shame – they met before in Mme Pace’s 

infamous house, and he did not recognize her. She was forced to turn to prostitution to 

support the family. 

The Son refuses to acknowledge his family and runs into the garden. He shots himself and 

the actors argue about whether the boy is dead or not. The Father insists that the events 

are real. 

The Producer says: “Make-believe?! Reality?! Oh, go to hell the lot of you! Lights! Lights! 

Lights!” and The Stepdaughter escapes into the audience laughing maniacally. 

Six Chracters in Search of An Author created a scandal when it was first performed in 

Rome, but it was hailed as a masterpiece in Paris, innovatively produced by Georges 

Pitoëff. G.B. Shaw praised it as the most original play ever. 

Six Characters in Search of an Author created Luigi Pirandello’s international reputation in the 

1920s and is still the play by which he is most widely identified.  

With originality that was startling to his contemporaries, Pirandello introduced a striking and 

compelling dramatic situation that initially baffled but eventually dazzled audiences and critics 

alike.  

In what begins as a realistic play he introduces six figures who make the extraordinary claim that 

they are the incomplete but independent products of an artist’s imagination – “characters” the 

artist abandoned when he couldn’t complete their story.  

These “characters” have arrived on the stage to find an author themselves, someone who will 

give them the fullness of literary life that their original author has denied them. Furthermore, 

these “characters” claim that they are more “real” than the actors who eventually want to 

portray them.  

This concept was so startling it helped to incite a riot in the audience when the original 

production of the play was staged in Rome on May 10, 1921.  



Later that year, however, audiences and critics had assimilated the extraordinary idea and were 

enchanted by a remounted production in Milan.  

Pirandello became one of the most respected and influential dramatists in the world by the end of 

the 1920s, and today Six Characters in Search of an Author is considered one of the most 

influential plays in the history of world literature. 

G.B. Shaw in England and Luigi Pirandello in Italy perfected the strategy of dramatizing ideas 

that were floating free in the intellectual climate: in this they were more than standard bearers of 

modernism and modernity. Absolutes at the core of science and philosophy had been crumbling 

well before Right you are. By the turn of the century, subjectivity had replaced objectivity as the 

stance from which to see and evaluate the world and human behavior as well. 

Einstein, after seeing a performance of Six Characters in search of an author, greeted Pirandello 

backstage saying, “We are soul-mates.” The anecdote may be apocryphal, but the point about 

relativity remains an apt comment on the theme in Six Characters and Right you are as well. It 

was one of Pirandello’s favorite subjects. 

Short summary 

A group of actors are preparing to rehearse for a Pirandello play. While starting the rehearsal, 

they are interrupted by the arrival of six characters. The leader of the characters, the father, 

informs the manager that they are looking for an author. He explains that the author who created 

them did not finish their story, and that they therefore are unrealized characters who have not 

been fully brought to life. The manager tries to throw them out of the theater, but becomes more 

intrigued when they start to describe their story. The father is an intellectual who married a 

peasant woman (the mother). Things went well until she fell in love with his male secretary. 

Having become bored with her over the years, the father encouraged her to leave with his 

secretary. 

She departs from him, leaving behind the eldest son who becomes bitter for having been 

abandoned. The mother starts a new family with the other man and has three children. The father 

starts to miss her, and actively seeks out the other children in order to watch them grow up. The 

step-daughter recalls that he used to wait for her after school in order to give her presents. The 

other man eventually moves away from the city with the family and the father loses track of 

them. After the other man dies, the mother and her children return to the city. She gets a job in 

Madame Pace’s dress shop, unaware that Madame Pace is more interested in using her daughter 

as a prostitute. 

One day the father arrives and Madame Pace sets him up with the daughter. He starts to seduce 

her but they are interrupted when the mother sees him and screams out. Embarrassed, he allows 

the step-daughter and the entire family to move in with him, causing his son to resent them for 

intruding in his life. The manager agrees to become the author for them and has them start to 

play the scene where the father is in the dress shop meeting the step-daughter for the first time. 

He soon stops the plot and has his actors attempt to mimic it, but both the father and the step-

daughter protest that it is terrible and not at all realistic. He finally stops the actors and allows the 



father and step-daughter to finish the scene. The manager changes the setting for the second 

scene and forces the characters to perform it in the garden of the father’s house. The mother 

approaches the son and tries to talk to him, but he refuses and leaves her. Entering the garden, he 

sees the youngest daughter drowned in the fountain and rushes over to pull her out. In the 

process, he spots the step-son with a revolver. The young boy shoots himself, causing the mother 

to scream out for him while running over to him. The manager, watching this entire scene, is 

unable to tell if it is still acting or if it is reality. Fed up with the whole thing, he calls for the end 

of the rehearsal. 

Characters analysis 

Amalia 

See The Mother 

The Director 

See The Producer 

The Father 

The Father is the leading spokesperson for the six “characters.” He is the biological father of the 

22 year-old son he had with the Mother, and he is the stepfather of the three children the Mother 

had during her relationship with the Father’s secretary. In his “Preface” to Six Characters in 

Search of an Author, Pirandello describes the Father as “a man of about fifty, in black coat, light 

trousers, his eyebrows drawn into a painful frown, and in his eyes an expression mortified yet 

obstinate.” The Father is mortified by his stepdaughter’s charge that he has felt incestuous 

feelings for her since she was a child, stalking her when she was a schoolgirl, and attempting to 

buy her in Madame Pace’s brothel. The Father insists that his concern for his family has always 

been genuine and that he was surprised to discover his stepdaughter at Madame Pace’s 

establishment. The Father is determined to have their story told. According to Pirandello, the 

Father and Stepdaughter are the “most eager to live,” the “most fully conscious of being 

characters,” and the “most intensely alive” as the two of them “naturally come forward and 

direct and drag along the almost dead weight of the others.” 

The Little Boy 

The Little Boy is 14 years old and the eldest son of the Mother from her relationship with the 

Father’s secretary. The Little Boy is dressed in mourning black, like his mother and two sisters, 

in memory of the death of his natural father. He is timid, frightened, and despondent because in 

his short stay in the Father’s house following the incident in Madame Pace’s brothel he was 

intimidated by the Father’s natural son. His elder sister, the Stepdaughter, also disdains the Little 

Boy because of his action at the end of their story. The Little Boy does not speak because he is a 

relatively undeveloped character from the author’s mind, and in the “Preface” Pirandello lumps 

the Little Boy with his younger sister as “no more than onlookers taking part by their presence 

merely.” At the end of the story, the Little Boy will shoot himself with a revolver when he sees 

his little sister drowned in the fountain behind his stepfather’s house. 

The Little Girl< 

About four years old, the youngest daughter of the Mother from her relationship with the 



Father’s secretary, the Little Girl is dressed in white, with a black sash around her waist. For the 

same reason as with her brother, the Little Girl does not speak, and she will drown at the end of 

the story presented by the “characters.” 

The Mother 

The wife of the Father and the mother of all four children (the eldest son by the Father and the 

other three by the lover who has just died). She is dressed in black with a widow’s crepe veil, 

under which is a waxlike face and sad eyes that she generally keeps downcast. Her main goal is 

to reconcile with her 22-year-old “legitimate” son, to convince him that she did not leave him of 

her own volition. The Mother is deeply ashamed of the Father’s experience with her eldest 

daughter in Madame Pace’s brothel. According to Pirandello in the “Preface,” the Mother, 

“entirely passive,” stands out from all the others because “she is not aware of being a character. 

. . not even for a single moment, detached from her ‘part.’” She “lives in a stream of feeling that 

never ceases, so that she cannot become conscious of her own life, that is to say, of her being a 

character.” 

Other Actors, Actresses, and Company Members 

The other members of the Producer’s company are proud of their craft and initially 

contemptuous of the six “characters” but then become quite intrigued by their story and are 

anxious to portray it. 

Madame Pace 

The owner of the dress shop that doubles as a brothel, Madame Pace is old and fat and is dressed 

garishly and ludicrously in silk, wearing an outlandish wig and too much makeup. She speaks 

with a thick Spanish accent and is mysteriously summoned by the Father when she appears to be 

missing from the brothel scene between the Father and Stepdaughter. She is, essentially, the 

“seventh” of the “characters.” In the “Preface” Pirandello points out that as a creation of the 

moment Madame Pace is an example of Pirandello’s “imagination in the act of creating.” 

The Producer 

The Producer (or Director or Stage Manager, depending on the text and translation that is used) 

is the main voice for the theatrical company that is attempting an afternoon rehearsal for their 

current production when the six “characters” enter and request their own play to be done instead. 

The Producer initially attempts to dismiss these “people” as lunatics, intent on getting his own 

work done. Gradually, however, he becomes intrigued by the content of their story and comes to 

accept their “reality” without further questioning because he sees in their story the potential for a 

commercial success. An efficient and even violently gruff man, the Producer is also patient, 

flexible, and courageous, willing to go forward without a great deal of conventional 

understanding of where things are taking him. He is, however, comically inflexible in that he 

insists on modifying what the “characters” give him to fit the stage conventions to which he is 

accustomed. 

The Son 

The only biological child of both the Mother and Father, this tall 22-year-old man was separated 

from his mother at the age of two and was raised and educated in the country. When he finally 

returned to his father, the Son was distant and is now contemptuous of his father and hostile 



toward his adopted family. Pirandello describes him as one “who stood apart from the others, 

seemingly locked within himself, as though holding the rest in utter scorn.” 

The Stage Manager 

See The Producer. 

The Stepdaughter 

he Stepdaughter is 18 years old and the eldest child from the Mother’s relationship with the 

Father’s secretary. After her natural father died, the Stepdaughter was forced into Madame 

Pace’s brothel in order to help the family survive, and it was at the brothel that she encountered 

her stepfather. Pirandello describes her as “pert” and “bold” and as one who “moved about in a 

constant flutter of disdainful biting merriment at the expense of the older man (the Father).” 

Desiring vengeance on the Father, the Stepdaughter is elegant, vibrant, beautiful, but also angry. 

She, too, is dressed in mourning black for her natural father, but shortly after she is introduced to 

the Producer and his company, she dances and sings a lively and suggestive song. The 

Stepdaughter dislikes the 22-year-old son because of his condescending attitude toward her and 

her “illegitimate” siblings, and she is also contemptuous of her 14 year-old brother because he 

permitted the Little Girl to drown and then “stupidly” shot himself. She is, however, tender 

toward her four-year-old sister. The Stepdaughter and the Father are the author’s two most 

developed characters and thus dominate the play. 

Plot Summary 

Act I 

When Six Characters in Search of an Author begins, the stage is being prepared for the daytime 

rehearsal of a play and several actors and actresses are milling about as the Producer enters and 

gets the rehearsal started. Suddenly the guard at the stage door enters and informs the Producer 

that six people have entered the theatre asking to see the person in charge. These six 

“characters” are a Father, a Mother, a 22-year-old Son, a Stepdaughter, an adolescent Boy, and 

young female Child. These “characters” claim that they are the incomplete creations of an 

author who couldn’t finish the work for which they were conceived. They have come looking for 

someone who will take up their story and embody it in some way, helping them to complete their 

sense of themselves. The Producer and his fellow company members are initially incredulous, 

convinced that these “people” have escaped from a mental institution. But the Father, speaking 

for the other characters, argues that they are just as “real” as the people getting ready to rehearse 

their play. Fictional characters, he maintains, are more “alive” because they cannot die as long as 

the works they live in are experienced by others. The Father explains that he and the other 

“characters” want to achieve their full life by completing the story that now only exists in 

fragments in the author’s brain. The Stepdaughter and Father begin to tell their “story.” The 

Father was married to the Mother but left her many years ago when she became attracted to a 

young assistant or secretary in his employ. Though the Father was angered by his wife’s feelings 

and sent his young assistant away, he grew impatient with his wife’s melancholy and sent their 

son away, to be raised and educated in the country. He eventually turned his wife out and she 

sought her lover, bearing three more children by him before the man died two months before the 



play begins. These three children and the son from her marriage with the Father stand before the 

Producer and his theatrical troupe. 

The Father’s version of these events is variously contested both by the Mother and the 

Stepdaughter. The Father claims that he turned his wife out because of his concern for her and 

his natural son and that later he was genuinely concerned for his wife’s new family. However, 

the Mother claims the Father forced her into the arms of the assistant because he was simply 

bored with her, and the Stepdaughter claims that the father stalked her sexually as she was 

growing up. They all agree that eventually the Father lost track of his stepchildren because the 

wife’s lover took different jobs and moved repeatedly. 

When the lover died, the family fell into extreme financial need and the father happened upon his 

Stepdaughter in Madame Pace’s brothel where the Stepdaughter was attempting to raise money 

to support the family. 

Both the Father and Stepdaughter are anxious to play the scene in the brothel because both think 

the portrayal will demonstrate their version of that meeting. The daughter asserts that the father 

knew who she was and desired her incestuously while the father claims he did not know her and 

immediately refused the sexual union when he recognized her – even before the Mother 

discovered them in the room. After the incident, the Father took his wife and stepchildren home, 

where his natural son resented their implicit demands on his father. The Producer and actors 

become intrigued by this story and are anxious to play it, putting aside their original skepticism 

about whether or not these “people” are “real.” The Producer requests the “characters” to come 

to his office to work out a scenario. 

Act II 

The Producer’s plan is for the “characters” to act out their story, starting with the scene in 

Madame Pace’s brothel, while the prompter takes down their dialogue in shorthand for the actors 

of the company to study and imitate. The “characters” suggest that they can act out the story 

more authentically, but the Producer insists on artistic autonomy and overrules their objections. 

It is soon discovered that Madame Pace is not available for the scene, but the Father entices her 

into being by recreating the hat rack in her brothel and she appears – much to the consternation 

of the acting company, who immediately consider it some kind of trick. When they begin the 

scene in the brothel, the Producer is initially dissatisfied with Madame Pace’s performance and 

the Mother disrupts the scene with her consternation over what’s being acted out, but finally the 

Producer is pleased with what he sees and asks the actors to take over for the Father and 

Stepdaughter. However, the Stepdaughter cannot help but laugh when she sees how the actors 

represent their scene in such a different manner from the way she sees it herself. But when the 

Father and Stepdaughter resume the acting themselves, the Producer censors the scene by not 

permitting the Stepdaughter to use a line about disrobing. He explains that such suggestiveness 

would create a riot in the audience. The Stepdaughter accuses the Producer of collaborating with 

the Father to present the scene in a way that flatters him and misrepresents the truth of what the 

Father had done. The Stepdaughter asserts that to present the drama accurately the suffering 

Mother must be excused. But as the Mother is explaining her torment, the final confrontation of 

the scene is actually played out, with the Mother entering the brothel to discover the 



Stepdaughter in the Father’s arms. The Producer is pleased with the dramatic moment and 

declares that this will be the perfect time for the curtain to fall. A member of the stage crew, 

hearing this comment, mistakes it for an order and actually drops the curtain. 

Act III 

When the curtain rises again, the scene to be acted out is in the Father’s house after the discovery 

at the brothel. The Producer is impatient with the suggestions given him by the “characters” 

about how to play the scene while the “characters” don’t like references to stage “illusion,” 

believing as they do that their lives are real. The Father points out to the Producer that the 

confidence the Producer has about the reality of his own personal identity is an illusion as well, 

that the key elements of his personality and identity change constantly while those of the 

“characters” stay constant. The Producer decides that regardless of what the “characters” want to 

propose, the next action will be played with everyone in the garden. After considerable 

squabbling between the “characters” as to how the scene should be portrayed and after the 

revelation that the Little Boy has a revolver in his pocket, the Son reluctantly begins telling the 

story of what he saw when he rushed out of his room and went out to the garden. Behind the tree 

he saw the Little Boy “standing there with a mad look in his eyes… looking into the fountain at 

his little sister, floating there, drowned.” Suddenly, a shot rings out on stage and the Mother runs 

over toward the Boy and several actors join her, discover the Boy’s body, and carry him off. It 

appears to some actors that this “character” is actually dead, but other actors cry that it’s only 

make-believe. The exasperated Producer exclaims that he has lost an entire day of rehearsal and 

the play ends with a tableaux of the “characters,” first in shadow with the Little Girl and Little 

Boy missing, and then in a trio of Father, Mother, and Son with the Stepdaughter laughing 

maniacally and exiting the theatre. 

Themes and style 

Themes 

Reality and Illusion 

In the stage directions at the beginning of Act I of Six Characters in Search of an Author, 

Pirandello directs that as the audience enters the theatre the curtain should be up and the stage 

bare and in darkness, as it would be in the middle of the day, “so that from the beginning the 

audience will have the feeling of being present, not at a performance of a properly rehearsed 

play, but at a performance of a play that happens spontaneously.” 

The set, then, is designed to blur the distinction between stage illusion and real life, making the 

play seem more realistic, but Pirandello has no intention of writing a realistic play. In fact, he 

ultimately wants to call attention as much as possible to the arbitrariness of this theatrical illusion 

and to challenge the audience’s comfortable faith in their ability to discern reality both in and 

outside the theatre. Pirandello is concerned from the outset with the relationship between what 

people take for reality and what turns out to be illusion. 



The audience has entered the theatre prepared to see an illusion of real life and to “willingly 

suspend their disbelief” in order to enjoy and profit from the fiction. In this way, human beings 

have long accustomed themselves to the illusion of reality on a stage, but in becoming so 

accustomed they have taken stage illusion for granted and in life they often take illusion for 

reality without realizing it. 

Furthermore, in life, as on stage, the arbitrariness of what is taken for reality is so pervasive as to 

bring into question one’s very ability to distinguish at all between what is real and what is not. 

When the action of the play officially begins, the audience knows they are watching actors 

pretending to be actors pretending to be characters in a rehearsal, but nothing can prepare an 

audience for the suspension of disbelief they are asked to make when the six “characters” arrive 

and claim that they are “real.” The audience “knows” these are simply more actors, but the claim 

these “characters” make is so strange as to be compelling. Even before there are words on a page 

(not to mention rehearsals, actors, or a performance) these “characters” claim to have sprung to 

life merely because their author was thinking about them; they claim to have wrested themselves 

from his control and are seeking out these thespians to find a fuller expression of who they are. 

These claims understandably strain the credulity of the Producer and the members of his 

company, who perhaps speak for the audience when they say, “is this some kind of joke?” and 

“it’s no use, I don’t understand any more.” 

The “characters” insist to the end that they are “real” even though the audience “knows” they are 

actors, and this conflict between what is known and what is passed off as real is intensified by 

the actors’ responses to crucial moments in the play. 

In Act I, for example, the Stepdaughter is summarizing the “story” of these “characters” when 

the Mother faints with shame and the actors exclaim, “is it real? Has she really fainted?” It is a 

question the audience would like to dismiss easily – “knowing” that everyone on stage is an actor 

– but this question is raised again even more dramatically at the end of the play when a real-

sounding shot is fired and the Mother runs in the direction of her child with a genuine cry of 

terror. The actors crowd around “in general confusion,” and the Producer moves to the middle of 

the group, asking the question that the audience, in spite of its certainty, is tempted to ask, “is he 

really wounded? Really wounded?” An actress says, “he’s dead! The poor boy! He’s dead! What 

a terrible thing!” and an actor responds, “What do you mean, dead! It’s all make-believe. It’s a 

sham! He’s not dead. Don’t you believe it!” A chorus of actor voices expresses the duality that 

Pirandello refuses to resolve: “Make-believe? It’s real! Real! He’s dead!” says one, and “No, he 

isn’t. He’s pretending! It’s all make-believe” says another. The Father, of course, assures 

everyone that “it’s reality!” and the Producer expresses a simple refusal to decide: “Make 

believe?! Reality?! Oh, go to hell the lot of you! Lights! Lights! Lights!” 

Permanence and the Concept of Self 

Pirandello was convinced that in real life much is taken for real which should not be. He had 

only to think of his insane wife’s decades of groundless accusations to realize that what the mind 

takes to be true is often outrageously false. But if illusions are repeated often enough, believed 

long enough, and enough people take them to be real, illusions develop a compelling reality in 

the culture at large. Such, for example, is the commonly held belief in the permanence of a 



personal identity. Most people believe that they exist as a relatively stable personality, that they 

are basically the same people throughout their lives. But Pirandello and the Father directly 

challenge this belief when the Father asks the Producer in Act III “do you really know who you 

are?” The Producer blubbers, “what? Who I am? I am me!” But the Father undermines this self-

assurance by pointing out that on any particular day the Producer does not see himself in the 

same way he saw himself at another time in the past. All people can remember ideas that they 

don’t have any more, illusions they once fervently believed in, or simply things that look 

different now from the way they once appeared to be. The Father leads the Producer to admit that 

“all these realities of today are going to seem tomorrow as if they had been an illusion,” that 

“perhaps you ought to distrust your own sense of reality.” Trapped by these observations, the 

Producer cries, “but everybody knows that (his reality) can change, don’t they? It’s always 

changing! Just like everybody else’s!” This question of a permanent personal identity is crucial 

to the Father because the Stepdaughter is trying to characterize him as a lecherous and even 

incestuous man. The Father knows that “we all, you see, think of ourselves as one single person: 

but it’s not true: each of us is several different people, and all these people live inside us. With 

one person we seem like this and with another we seem very different. But we always have the 

illusion of being the same person for everybody and of always being the same person in 

everything we do. But it’s not true! It’s not true!” The psychological and physiological needs that 

led the Father to the brothel were a part of him he does not value; but other people, like his 

stepdaughter and former wife, choose to define him by this weak moment. “We realise then, (he 

says) that every part of us was not involved in what we’d been doing and that it would be a 

dreadful injustice of other people to judge us only by this one action as we dangle there, hanging 

in chains, fixed for all eternity, as if the whole of one’s personality were summed up in that 

single, interrupted action.” The Father regrets the incident at Madame Pace’s brothel but asserts 

that a human being cannot be defined as a consistent personal identity. The reality is that a 

human being (from the real world at least) changes so drastically from day to day that he cannot 

be said to be the same person at any time in his life. A human being is perhaps different hour by 

hour and may end up being 100,000 essentially different people before his life has ended. 

Style 

The Play Within the Play 

The most obvious device that Pirandello uses to convey his themes is to portray the action as a 

play within a play. The initial play within a play is relatively easy for the audience to handle – 

Pirandello’s own Rules of the Game is being performed in rehearsal by a troupe of actors. Then 

the “characters” enter and they seem to embody a completely different play within the play. 

Furthermore, they insist on acting out the story that have brought to the rehearsal, which is done 

twice, once by themselves and again by the actors. And once the audience has more or less 

assimilated all of this, a seventh character, Madame Pace, is created on the spot, as if out of thin 

air. The effect is similar to that presented with nesting boxes, one inside another and another 

inside that until the audience gets so far away from their easy faith in their ability to distinguish 

between reality and illusion that they might throw up their hands like the Producer and simply 

say, “Make believe?! Reality?! Oh, go to hell the lot of you! Lights! Lights! Lights!” Throughout 

the production of Six Characters in Search of an Author the audience in fact experiences the 

difficulty of distinguishing between reality and illusion that constitutes Pirandello’s main theme. 



And the Producer’s company of actors in many ways speaks for the audience throughout – from 

the initial, derisive incredulity at the entrance of the “characters” to the ambivalent response at 

the end of the play. And a crucial moment in this process comes early in Act I, after the derisive 

laughter of the actors has died down somewhat, and the Father explains that “we want to live, sir 

. . . only for a few moments – in you.” In response, a young actor says, pointing to the 

Stepdaughter, “I don’t mind. . . so long as I get her.” This comically libidinous response is 

ignored by everyone on stage, but it represents an important turning point in the minds of the 

actors in the company and in the minds of the audience as well. It embodies a playful, tentative 

acceptance of the illusion, a making do with what’s available, an abandonment to the situation as 

it presents itself. In short, it represents the response to the mystery of life to which human beings 

obsessed with absolute certainty are ultimately reduced. One must simply get on with life and 

make the best of it, accepting the hopelessness of trying to draw fine distinctions between what is 

real and what is not. 

Comedy 

A less obvious device in the play is Pirandello’s use of laughter to lighten the audience’s 

confrontation with this frustrating collision of reality and illusion. The play is not easily seen as 

humorous on the page, but in production the humor can be rich and is certainly essential in order 

to reassure the audience that their inability to easily distinguish between reality and illusion is an 

inevitable but ultimately comic part of human existence. The humor is most obvious in the 

frustrations of the acting troupe. Serious but self-important, they are comical in their inability to 

deal with anything they are too inflexible to understand. The Producer is admirable in the way he 

finally bends to the unusual situation and vaguely sees the emotional intensity that the 

“characters” have brought to him. But he is ultimately comical because he is hopelessly 

obsessed with stage conventions. He insists on trying to “fit” this phenomenon within the 

boundaries of what he’s most familiar with and his efforts are comically doomed. In the Edward 

Storer translation of Pirandello’s original text, the play ends with the Producer throwing up his 

hands and saying “never in my life has such a thing happened to me.” What often makes comedy 

rich is witnessing human beings forced into being resilient under the common, existential 

circumstance of confronting the ultimate mystery of the universe. But the play also displays a 

grim kind of humor in the desperation of the “characters,” who stumble across this rehearsal 

looking for an “author” and end up settling for a director with decidedly commercial tastes. The 

Producer is not an author who can complete their story but someone who depends on a script 

that’s finished. The best that he can do is to exemplify the incompleteness the “characters” have 

brought him; the worst he can do is to create more barriers to their sense of an accurate portrayal 

of their story, which he what he most comically does. The Father and Stepdaughter laugh when 

the actors portray them so differently from the way they see themselves, but the joke is 

ultimately on them. At the very beginning of the play, the Producer is complaining of the 

obscurity of Pirandello’s Rules of the Game. He is satirically instructing his leading actor that he 

must “be symbolic of the shells of the eggs you are beating.” It is a very funny moment, given 

the actors’ and Producer’s frustration, as well as Pirandello’s playful self-denigration. But it is 

also a moment filled with rich comic ambiguity because the Producer’s dismissive explanation is 

quite seriously what Pirandello’s play is all about:“(the eggs) are symbolic of the empty form of 

reason, without its content, blind instinct! You are reason and your wife is instinct: you are 

playing a game where you have been given parts and in which you are not just yourself but the 



puppet of yourself. Do you see?… Neither do I! Come on, let’s get going; you wait till you see 

the end! You haven’t seen anything yet!” 

Criticism 

Terry R. Nienhuis 

Nienhuis is a Ph.D. specializing in modern and contemporary drama. In this essay he discusses 

the role that uncertainty plays in Pirandello’s Six Characters in Search of an Author. 

Pirandellian themes like the relativity of truth, the constantly changing nature of personal 

identity, or the difficulty of distinguishing between reality and illusion or between sanity and 

madness all have a common thread – they all point to uncertainty as a significant part of human 

experience. As John Gassner has observed, Pirandello was consistently “expressing a conviction 

that nothing in life is certain except its uncertainty.” 

In Six Characters in Search of an Author uncertainty begins with the introduction of the 

“characters.” 

The claim they make about their reality is obviously counter to fact (they are, of course, actors), 

but Pirandello makes their case so convincing that it is ultimately difficult for the audience to 

feel certain about what they know to be true. 

It is interesting to see how Pirandello does this. 

First of all, Pirandello has encouraged the audience to adopt their customary willingness to 

suspend disbelief and accept the stage illusion as reality. As one-dimensional as the members of 

the theatrical troupe ultimately appear to be, the play seems to begin in a spirit of ultra-realism – 

with a stage hand nailing boards together (how mundane is the sound of a hammer meeting a 

nail), with a set that appears unprepared for a formal “show,” and with actors improvising their 

lines so as to sound as authentic as possible. 

Therefore, if the audience has taken these initial characters for real, what must they do with a 

group that claims they are even more real than the actors in the Producer’s troupe? And the 

“characters” persist in their claim with such a vehemence that their claim becomes compelling. 

Contemporary jurisprudence demonstrates a similar phenomenon. No matter how certain a 

defendant’s guilty conduct seems to be, if the person charged with a crime persists in claiming 

innocence an air of uncertainty eventually envelops the proceedings and significant numbers 

believe the defendant innocent. 

In this way, the Mother is especially difficult for the audience to dismiss as “merely an actress” 

because she is so simple and direct in her assumption of “reality.” As Pirandello says in his 

“Preface,” the Mother “never doubts for a moment that she is already alive, nor does it ever 

occur to her to inquire in what respect and why she is alive. . . . she lives in a stream of feeling 

that never ceases.” And perhaps her most powerful moment comes near the end of Act II when 



the Producer verbalizes a very common sense approach to her suffering. The Producer is willing 

to grant the Mother some kind of reality but points out that if her story has happened already she 

should not be surprised and distraught by its reoccurrence. But the Mother says, “No! It’s 

happening now, as well: it’s happening all the time. I’m not acting my suffering! Can’t you 

understand that? I’m alive and here now but I can never forget that terrible moment of agony, 

that repeats itself endlessly and vividly in my mind.” 

In spite of the collision with common sense that this assertion entails, intensity like this makes 

the fiction so compelling that the audience is forced to question its own certainty, if only 

subconsciously and only in a flashing moment. The genius of Pirandello is that he calls attention 

to the illusion and at the same time helps to perpetuate it, thereby demonstrating the awesome 

power that illusion has over the human mind and the inevitable state of uncertainty that must 

result. 

An even more obvious contribution to the audience’s sense of uncertainty is that Pirandello 

allows different versions of events to be presented but never suggests which might be more near 

the “truth.” 

Under what circumstances, for instance, did the Mother leave with the Father’s secretary? Did 

she leave of her own accord? Or was she forced to leave? What were the Father’s feelings for his 

stepdaughter while the young girl was growing up? What actually happened in the brothel? The 

Father, Mother, and Stepdaughter all answer these questions differently but there is no 

adjudication. In fact, the resolution of the different versions is simply ignored and becomes moot 

as the play ends in the melodramatic drowning and suicide. And Pirandello makes clear that the 

resolution would be impossible anyway because uncertainty is at the heart of language itself. 

In Act I the Father says, “we all have a world of things inside ourselves and each one of us has 

his own private world. How can we understand each other if the words I use have the sense and 

the value that I expect them to have, but whoever is listening to me inevitably thinks that those 

same words have a different sense and value, because of the private world he has inside himself 

too. We think we understand each other; but we never do. Look! All my pity, all my compassion 

for this woman (Pointing to the Mother) she sees as ferocious cruelty.” 

After one examines how Pirandello puts his audience into this condition of uncertainty, the next 

question is why does he choose to do this? In part, he creates uncertainty in his audience because 

he believes uncertainty is the natural condition that human beings must learn to live with. In his 

famous essay, “On Humor” (1908), Pirandello summed up this attitude toward human existence, 

asserting that “all phenomena either are illusory or their reason escapes us inexplicably. Our 

knowledge of the world and of ourselves refuses to be given the objective value which we usually 

attempt to attribute to it. Reality is a continuously illusory construction.” 

Consequently, the “humorist,” or artist, sees that “the feeling of incongruity, of not knowing any 

more which side to take,” is the feeling he or she must create in the audience. Illusions are the 

human attempt to create certainty where it doesn’t really exist, and all fall prey to the temptation. 

Pirandello’s art simply puts many of mankind’s most common illusions on center stage to 

demonstrate their flimsy inadequacy and encourages the audience to recognize these illusions for 



what they are. Pirandello describes life as “a continuous flow,” with logic, reason, abstractions, 

ideals, and concepts acting as illusory constructs that attempt to fix this flux into a reality that 

can be stabilized and more certainly known. But Pirandello concludes that “man doesn’t have 

any absolute idea or knowledge of life, but only a variable feeling changing with the times, 

conditions, and luck.” 

Umberto Mariani has asserted that the typical character in a Pirandellian work of art “has lost the 

feeling of comforting stability” and chafes under the “tragic knowledge that he cannot achieve 

what he seeks and needs; a universe of certainties, an absolute that would allow him to affirm 

himself.” Robert Brustein observed that “(For Pirandello) objective reality has become virtually 

inaccessible, and all one can be sure of is the illusion-making faculty of the subjective mind.” 

Brustein noted that “man is occasionally aware of the illusionary nature of his concepts; but to 

be human is to desire form; anything formless fills man with dread and uncertainty.” 

Aureliu Weiss has summarized all of this most abruptly, asserting that Pirandello simply 

“derided human certainty and denounced the fragility of the truth.” But Weiss has also brought 

this discussion of content back around to its ultimate focus on form. When everything seems 

uncertain, “such a concept cannot be expressed through the traditional forms. It needs its own 

style… What was needed to succeed in such an enterprise… was to strike an initial blow strong 

enough to shatter our certainty… to create an atmosphere where reality would become less 

concrete and where illusion could play freely and gently worm its way into the audience’s 

consciousness. No longer sure of anything, the spectator would accept as normal the oscillation 

between reality and illusion.” 

But Pirandello’s obsession with uncertainty can also be accounted for by a basic understanding 

of the intellectual history of the Western world – which has witnessed a gradual erosion of 

certitude, from a relatively high degree of certainty in the Medieval world to the relatively high 

degree of uncertainty in the 20th century. 

Propelled, ironically, by the discoveries of science, this process has been developing for 

hundreds of years and has simply culminated in the implications of Darwin, Freud, and Einstein, 

among others. 

Anthony Caputi, in his Pirandello and the Crisis of Modern Consciousness, asserted that 

“Pirandello began where Matthew Arnold began, with the conviction that the world was in 

disarray, that the system of beliefs that had provided coherence and continuity for centuries had 

broken down, and that the new sciences could yield little more than organized barbarism.” 

What Caputi called “the crisis of modern consciousness” is “that stage in which not just 

traditional ways of deriving coherence and value were lost but the capacity for deriving 

alternative coherences by way of the reason has been undermined as the reason itself has been 

subverted as an authority. As the idea gained ground that every mind is a relative instrument, 

subject not to the grand program for coherence provided by Christianity or, for that matter, by 

any other traditional orthodoxy, but subject to its own conditions, a new variability and a new 



insecurity were born. Not only did men and women not look to external sources for guides to 

value, they no longer looked to reason.” 

As Renato Poggioli put it, “logic, or reason, according to the classics of philosophy, had always 

had a universal value, equally valid for each individual of the human race.” 

But “Pirandello does not believe in reason as an absolute and transcendent value.” 

Reason for Pirandello is simply “a practical activity,” a tool the mind uses as it needs to create 

and defend its illusions. 

Pirandello was the dramatist of consciousness, examining how the human mind apprehended the 

world, and he decided that humans could be certain of nothing that was produced from such a 

variety of mental platforms. 

The old standards of “reason” and “logic,” thought to be constant guides implanted by God in 

the minds of all human beings, were dead, to be replaced by the disconcerting phenomenon of 

relativism. 

In a process of questioning that began most vigorously in the Renaissance, all that had been 

taken as certain for centuries was gradually re-examined until finally the process of 

consciousness itself fell under scrutiny and humans discovered that the workings of the mind 

delivered more tricks than dependable conclusions. 

As Caputi finally put it, Pirandello and “most of the artists and writers of the (twentieth) century” 

saw the human mind as “a frail, uncertain faculty capable of little more than self-deception.” 

John Gassner concluded that Pirandello’s “work remains a monument to the questioning and 

self-tormenting human intellect which is at war… with its own limitations. Once the intellect has 

conquered problem after problem without solving the greatest question of all – namely, whether 

it is real itself rather than illusory – it reaches an impasse. Pirandello is the poet of that impasse. 

He is also the culmination of centuries of intellectual progress which have failed to make life 

basically more reasonable or satisfactory. He ends with a question mark.” 

And Robert Brustein concluded by saying that “after Pirandello, no dramatist has been able to 

write with quite the same certainty as before.” 

Source: Terry R. Nienhuis, for Drama for Students, Gale, 1998. 

 

J.L. STYAN ON PIRANDELLO’S INNOVATIONS 

 

Pirandello has a good deal in common with Molière: his results 

are so thought-provoking that he is discussed first as a 

philosopher when he is very much of a farceur.1 I have chosen the 



word carefully, and use it in the sense of “practical joker.”2 And 

his methods seem to encourage directors to take liberties of their 

own. Those interested in the story of his success on the stage 

point to the sensational production of Six Characters in Search of 

an Author when it was directed by Georges Pitoëff at the Théâtre 

des Champs-Elysées in 1923. By that time the Paris audience was 

moderately accustomed to the shocks and surprises of a symbolist 

and surrealist drama. 1917 had seen Apollinaire’s The Breasts of 

Tiresias, in which the rebellious feminist wore red and blue 

balloons for bosoms, and let them fly on strings before exploding 

them. 1921 saw Cocteau’s The Wedding on the Eiffel Tower, also at 

the Théâtre des Champs-Elysées, a play flaunting two music-hall 
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compères dressed as gramophones and a set like a camera: on the 

command, “Watch the birdie!”, an ostrich stepped out. 

But in 1923, the actors in Six Characters did worse yet: they 

entered in their everyday clothes and walked through the 

auditorium. They had invaded the province of the audience, 

breaking the comfortable rule of nineteenth-century theatre that 

actors should know their place. And when they climbed on the 

stage, there was nothing on it. Neither Apollinaire nor Cocteau 

had thought of being as surrealistic as that. Then came the 

sensation. When it was the moment for the six Characters to 

enter, they were flooded with a green light and lowered to the 

stage in an old cage-lift, a stage elevator previously used for 

scenery. Pitoëff had had a bright idea, Paris went wild, and 

Pirandello was honored by the French government. ( ... ) 

Pirandellian drama was working a fresh vein of theatre, one 

which would nowadays be explained as “metatheatre”: theatre 

which makes its audience conscious of the theatre’s own element in 

order to work. In L’umorismo Pirandello had insisted that comedy 

must make us “perceive the opposite,” and that humor must make 

us “feel the opposite.”5 But in that provocative essay he was writing 

as a theorist. The problem for Pirandello the practical theatre artist 

was to find a way to make us perceive and feel the opposite. ( ... ) 

To make each member of his audience a Pirandellian humorist, 

he contrived to make us see that the other side of tragedy is farce, 

that when you have peeled an onion there is nothing left but tears, 

that a life of chance is a terrifying thing. ( ... ) 

Pirandello’s theatrical “if ” was used like a question mark, 

Stanislavsky’s like a commandment. Pirandello’s “if ” inspired 

the conflicting accounts of sanity and insanity in It Is So! (If You 

Think So) in 1916—they deceive the audience as much as the 

townspeople. It inspired his masterpieces, Six Characters written 

in three weeks in 1921, Henry IV written in two in 1922. ( ... ) 

Like any farceur, Pirandello works hard to manipulate the 



responses of his audience by tricks and surprises. His most 
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successful moments are those when the stage succeeds in 

asserting total control. In Six Characters, one of his concerns is to 

startle us with the suggestion (later picked up by Harold Pinter) 

that only creatures of fiction are likely to know what they are. 

Other people are like Pirandello himself when he noted in horror 

that “Someone is living my life, and I don’t know a thing about 

him.” So he tries to bring his audience to a belief that fictional 

characters can be more real than live actors, even when the actors 

apparently belong to our world. 

The achievements of the milliner’s shop scene lies in that. The 

fictional Father and Step-daughter are to perform with an 

Ibsenite earnestness, on the most profound level of realism the 

players are capable of. Then, “without seeming false in any way,” 

as Pirandello’s direction insists, the Leading Man and the 

Leading Lady are simply to repeat their words. A brilliant device! 

No matter how well they act, they must always seem false. The 

plain fact is that when you imitate someone, it always sounds as 

if you are putting him down. And even if the difference is only 

slight, to perceive it is to be convinced that the copy is wrong. 

Such inevitability was another of Pirandello’s tricks, and the pain 

of the Father and the Step-daughter had inevitably to give way to 

laughter. 

To top this, Pirandello makes devilish use of the customary 

prompter of the period, as the revised version of 1925 insists. 

The Prompter presumably reads all the lines in a high-pitched 

monotone as if from his box downstage center. The Actors come 

in a fraction of a second behind him, giving the unreal effect of 

an echo, thus: “Good afternoon, Miss / afternoon, Miss.” Then 

the Actors say the wretched lines yet again, till all feeling is 

drained from them. Clearly knowing what he was doing, 

Pirandello went one better than this, and had the Director 

himself jump up to demonstrate how to speak the lines in that 

over-emphatic way teachers adopt when they are trying to get a 

point across. ( ... ) 

The moment when Mme Pace enters unannounced as the 

seventh Character afforded another chance to develop the 

teasing. The Actors no longer stood back stupefied, but in fear 

rushed wildly off the stage into the auditorium, so by physical 

association encouraging the audience’s own uncertainty. All this 
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suggests that Pirandello was aware, well ahead of his time, that to 

break out of the proscenium arch was to induce a new level of 

dramatic experience. ( ... ) 

The greatest trick in the Six Characters of 1925 was to extend 



the shock ending. In the revision, Pirandello did not disclose the 

fate of the two children until the last possible moment. In this 

way, the drowning of the little Girl and the suicide of the Boy 

came as a complete surprise, so that their unreality was left far 

more in question. When the Director called for lights, 

Pirandello did not allow the curtain to fall. He calculated that at 

such a moment, when an audience was on the point of returning 

to its familiar reality, at a moment of total ambivalence, the play 

had it most in its grip. The theatre was immediately flooded with 

light as if some supernatural hand had suddenly pulled the 

switch. No gentle raising of the lights to ease us back into reality, 

but, still using the element of theatre, a plunge into another 

reality. The device was repeated when the Director called yet 

again for the lights to be switched off: the sudden and immediate 

blackout was shocking and uncanny. ( ... ) 

Six Characters was at first criticized because at the end the 

Characters seemed more real than the Actors, fiction more real 

than life, and it appeared that chaos reigned. 

NOTES 

1. This paper was read to the Pirandello Society at the convention of the 

Modern Language Association of America, San Francisco, December 28, 1979. 

2. One thinks of Molière’s L’Impromptu de Versailles as his Pirandellian play. 

5. See Pirandello, On Humor, trans. Antonio Illiano and Daniel P. Testa 

(Chapel Hill, N.C., 1974). 

—J. L. Styan, “Pirandellian Theatre Games: Spectator as Victim,” 

Modernism in European Drama: Ibsen, Strindberg, Pirandello, Beckett, 

Essays from Modern Drama, eds. Frederick J. Marker and 

Christopher Innes (181–90. 


