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Abstract: This paper provides a role-play analysis of the characters in Jean Genet’s “The Balcony”. In this work of Genet, 
Irma had her customers role-play bishop, judge, general, or executioner at her brothel, Le Grand Balcon, so they could 
realize the roles that they wished to take in the real world.  
Methodologically, this research adopts qualitative methods such as the life history analysis of the author, narrative and 
discourse analysis, and text analysis to analyze Jean Genet’s work “The Balcony”. With respect to the theoretical basis, 
Richard Hornby’s idea is followed: when the audience is watching the role-play of the characters, they focus attention on the 
states of the characters in the theater, and, as a result, they reflect upon the roles that they play in the society. The theater is a 
laboratory of identity, where the social roles can be examined and scrutinized. This idea serves as the theoretical ground for 
this study. 
 
Index Terms: “The Balcony”, absurd drama, role-play of characters 
 
I. INTRODUCTION 
 
Genet was born in the year of 1905. His mother was a 
prostitute. He was forced to be separated from his 
mother after his birth. He was later adopted by a 
farmer. Since his childhood, he wandered around, 
living on theft and prostitution. Under such 
circumstances, he contacted lowest-class social 
outcasts such as thieves, prostitutes, homosexuals, 
and murderers. He spent his first half of life in prison. 
His attitude of life was almost desperate, thinking that 
his life was vain and full of lies and tricks; instead, he 
believed that everything was real only in illusion. 
That is, everything was fake and false in reality. 
“The Balcony” was published in 1956, and performed 
in the Arts Theatre Club in London, UK, on the 
Twenty-Second of April in 1957. Many drama 
researchers asserted that “The Balcony” was the most 
representative and gained the biggest box office 
success of all his works. 
This article adopted qualitative research methods–life 
history, narrative and discourse analysis, and text 
analysis in the discussion of Genet’s work “The 
Balcony”. 
With respect to the application of the “grounded 
theory method”, we resorted to Richard Hornby’s 
idea “Roleplaying within the Role” put forth in his 
work “Drama, Metadrama, and Perception”, so as to 
help the audience understand the true personalities 
and dimensions in a multi-faceted viewpoint, making 
the role more attractive. Its metacognitive 
significance is that theatre, in which the actor takes 
on changing roles in the front of the audience, has the 
examination of identity. Hornby suggested that when 
the audience members are watching the roleplaying 
within the role, they will focus attention on the state 
presented in the theatre as well as reflect upon the 
roles that they play in the society. 

This study is based on the idea that theatre is a kind 
of identity laboratory, in which social roles can be 
examined (Hornby 71). Since Genet kept mixing truth 
and fiction, we cannot but wander around many 
different worlds. Because the roleplaying within the 
role is the often-used strategy in many works, 
especially this play, this article analyzed how Genet 
utilized the roleplaying within the role so as to create 
dramatics, how he presented a dramatic world 
through his work “The Balcony”, and what he wished 
to express through his plays, and what he intended to 
communicate to the audience. Therefore, we 
proposed to analyze the relations between the 
personalities of the characters and their roles with 
reference to the roleplaying within the roles 
throughout the whole play. 
 
II. A WORLD-SHOCKING ABSURD DRAMA 
 
Genet was the most controversial of French 
playwrights or even modern absurd playwrights. He 
created a brand new theatre style using a variety of 
dramatic and stage techniques, such as roleplaying, 
mirror effect, or the scene setting switching between 
reality and illusion. Goldmann offered an insightful 
analysis of Genet’s main works in “The Theatre of 
Genet: A Sociological Study”:[2] 
 
The Balcony poses a very important problem to the 
sociologist. The play represents a transposition of the 
decisive historical events of the first half of the 20th 
century in a manner that is very likely non-conscious 
and involuntary. The theme of The Balcony is how 
awareness of the importance of the executive function 
develops in a society which has long been dominated 
by property-owners but in which people still imagine 
power to be in the hands of long out-dated fixtures: 
the bishop, the judge, and the general. And Genet is 
telling us that this awareness is created by the threat 
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of revolution and its subsequent defeat: a fairly 
accurate reflection of Western European history 
between 1917 and 1923 (Genet 31). 
“The Balcony” described the brothel “Le Grand 
Balcon” run by Irma. In this house of illusion 
“MaisonD’illusions”, thirty-eight rehearsal rooms 
were built for clients, who did not care about the 
chaos and shooting and firing on the streets and hid in 
each of these rehearsal rooms to play roles such as 
noble bishops or righteous judges or even ride 
“horses” dressed up by female receptionists, 
imagining themselves as generals galloping across the 
battlefield, fulfilling the roles in the dreams that they 
wished to play in the real world so as to satisfy their 
desires. In the world outside the brothel, a revolution 
was going on, the rules of power were broken, and 
the queen was even killed. At the moment the symbol 
and source of power were vanishing, the people in the 
brothel took this opportunity to turn the roleplaying 
into reality. 
Cooperating with the Chief of Police, who had a 
strong desire for power, Irma was crowned as the new 
queen and thus the new symbol of power. The Judge, 
the General, and the Bishop therefore continued to 
maintain the power that they have, and called a 
photographer to take photography in an attempt to 
justify their own rights. Therefore, the orders of the 
old society continued to work sarcastically under the 
same face in the brothel, which implied that the roles 
that these three characters played were not real either. 
Roger, who used to be a regular client, and lost his 
love Chantal in the revolution, came back to the 
brothel, playing the role in a fancily decorated 
bedroom as Chief of Police in order to satisfy the 
desire of power that he was not able to realize after 
the failure in the resolution. In the end, the Chief of 
Police decided to die in the bedroom so as to bring 
eternality to the power that he had. When the day 
brightened, everybody left, and Irma resumed the role 
as she was to welcome the new day. This is a world-
shocking absurd drama: it confuses the brothel with 
the society, sexual desire with desire of power, and 
vulgarity and strictness, which brings people a feeling 
of absurdity and craziness. This is extreme sarcasm to 
the blind admiration toward power owners. 
 
III. THE ROLE-PLAYOF GASMAN 
 
Hornby pointed out that the roleplaying within the 
role can not only demonstrate what type of person the 
character is but also reveal what type of person the 
character wants to be. This is a very good way of 
creating roles (Hornby 67). “The Balcony” describes 
characters using the roleplaying within the role so as 
to disclose the personalities of characters and 
behavioral motivations in the process of 
transformation. 
The Bishop is the first character to be on stage, in 
miter and gilded cope, sitting in the chair. He is 
obviously larger than life. The role is played by an 

actor wearing tragedian’s cothurni about twenty 
inches high. The Bishop requires to extend the time 
for his playing, but Irma insists on asking for extra 
money, so they are having a bargain. She asks him to 
finish it immediately, and requires the woman to 
undress him. 

Irma: Won’t anyone be able to witness it? Just once? 
The Bishop: No, no. Those things must remain 
secret, and they shall. It’s indecent enough to talk 
about them while I'm being undressed. Nobody. 
And all the doors must be closed. Firmly closed, 
shut, buttoned, laced, hooked, sewn… 
Irma: I merely asked… 
The Bishop: Sewn, Madame. 
Irma: You will allow me at least, won't you, to feel 
a little uneasy…professionally? I said twenty. 
The Bishop (his voice suddenly grows clear and 
sharp, as if he were awakening. He displays a little 
annoyance): We didn’t tire ourselves. Barely six 
sins, and far from my favorite ones. 

When the Bishop refuses to leave and asks to have a 
long time of playing and extra service, he is talking to 
a sinner role-played by a woman about sins. 
Prostitutes have sins since they are in the need of 
money and therefore they fall. In Irma’s brothel, 
those who have sins are those women who serve the 
Bishop for the sake of money. 

The Bishop (to the woman): About the sins, you 
really did commit them? 
The Woman: I did. 
The Bishop: You really made the gestures? All the 
gestures? 
The Woman: I did. 
The Bishop: When you moved towards me with 
your face forward, was it really aglow with the light 
of the flames? 
The Woman: It was. 
The Bishop: And when my ringed hand came down 
on your forehead, forgiving it… 
The Woman: It was. 
The Bishop: And when my gaze pierced your lovely 
eyes? 

The Bishop (in a different, less theatrical tone): 
You’re mad! I hope you really didn’t do all that! 
After hearing the confession, the Bishop walks 
toward a mirror, kissing his surplice, Miters, and the 
other ornaments. Irma and the women take off his 
cothurni, and, thus, has now assumed the normal size 
of an actor. By then, the audience realizes that they 
are actually in the brothel “The Balcony”. In addition, 
they find that the Bishop is not the real Bishop; he is 
a gasman dressed as Bishop due to his egomania, 
delivering the sermons in a very serious facial 
expression. This client can enjoy and indulge himself 
only when he plays the role as Bishop. 
 
IV. CLIENT’SROLE-PLAYAS JUDGE 
 

The Judge (to the Thief): You're quite right, you 
rascal, to make me crawl after my judgeship, but if 
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you were to refuse for good, you hussy, it would be 
criminal… 
The Thief (haughtily): Call me Madame, and ask 
politely. 
The Judge: I’ll pay! I’ll pay whatever I have to, 
Madame. But if I no longer had to divide the Good 
from the Evil, of what use would I be? I ask you? 
The Thief: I ask myself. 
The Judge (to the girl): Madame! Madame, please, I 
beg of you. I'm willing to lick your shoes, but tell 
me you're a thief … 
The Thief (in a cry): Not yet! Lick! Lick! Lick first! 
(Genet 20) 

As the woman is not willing to play the role, the 
client playing the role of Judge begs her to go on. The 
woman refuses his request, and the Judge crawls on 
the ground, acting as a dog, turning into a beggar 
begging the master to give food or into a dog asking 
for more care and love of his owner. This also shows 
that the Judge has his peculiar sexual quirks. Right in 
this brothel, the Judge overthrows our impression of a 
judge as superior to ordinary people in the real 
society, where he begs the thief to admit being a thief, 
which is a very absurd scene. 
 
He then says to the thief, “You must be a “model” 
thief, if you want me to be a model judge. If you are a 
“false” thief, then I can only be a “false” teacher. Is it 
clear?” What he means is that as there is no thieves, 
there is no judges. The existence of the latter hinges 
upon that of the former.” The judge adds, “The world 
is an apple. I cut it into two: the good half and the bad 
half. As for you, I thank you since you have accepted 
it. Let us throw the bad part away. This is an 
occupation of pain. More strictly, with every ruling 
that has been made, I have paid the price of life 
(Genet 16).” The Judge asks the Thief to accept the 
power authorized to him by the society, but this has 
to be realized by the acknowledgement of the thief. 
 
Hornby indicated that the roleplaying within the role 
can help roles explore themselves (Hornby 70). When 
the audience is watching it, they will pay attention to 
the state brought up on the stage, and they will have 
the opportunity to reflect upon the roles that they play 
in the society. The theater is a laboratory of identity, 
where the social roles can be examined and 
scrutinized. In the drama, the client plays the role of 
Judge, in which the right and the evil have been 
conversed. Genet is exploiting this roleplaying within 
the role to understand as well as deconstruct the 
social images of judges who have power in the 
French political system. Of course, this strategy still 
proves usful for other countries, societies, audiences, 
and readers.[3] 
 
V. CLIENT’SROLE-PLAYAS GENERAL 
 
A pretty woman wearing sexy black lingerie enters 
Irma’s room, carrying a general’s uniform, complete 

with sword, cocked hat and boots. The client puts on 
the outfits with the assistance of the woman, and rides 
on her as a horse like a general fighting across the 
battlefield. They begin to play the game “Fighting on 
the Horseback”. Their interaction is as follows: 
 

The General: Are you a horse or an illiterate? If 
you’re a horse, you toss your head. Help me. Pull. 
Don’t pull so hard. See here, you’re not a plough-
horse. 
The Girl: I do what I have to do. 
The General: Are you rebelling? Already? Wait till 
I’m ready. 
When I put the bit into your mouth… 
The Girl: Oh no, not that. 
The General: A general reprimanded by his horse! 
You’ll have the bit, the bridle, the harness, the 
saddle girth. and I, in boots and helmet, will whip 
and plunge! 
The Girl: The bit is awful. It makes the gums and 
the corners of the lips bleed. I’ll drool blood. 
The General: Foam pink and spit fire! But what a 
gallop! 
Along the rye-fields, through the alfalfa, over the 
meadows and dusty roads, over hill and dale, awake 
or asleep, from dawn to twilight and from 
twilight … 
The Girl: Tuck in your shirt. Pull up your braces. 
It’s quite a job dressing a victorious general who's 
to be buried. Do you want the sabre? 
The General: Let it lie on the table, like Lafayette’s. 
Conspicuously, but hide the clothes. Where? How 
should I know? Surely there’s a hiding-place 
somewhere. 
(The Girl bundles up his clothes and hides them 
behind the armchair.) 
The General: The tunic? Good. Got all the medals? 
Count’em. 
The Girl (after counting them, very quickly): 
They’re all here, sir. 
The General: What about the war? Where’s the war? 
(Hornby 25) 

 
According to Hornby (85), the roleplaying within the 
role is a device for exploring the concerns of the 
individual. This is not the individual in isolation, 
however, put in relation to his society. Human 
identity is social phenomenon, which has to be 
learned. In the play, clients play the role as general, 
and prostitutes play the role as horse: the clients are 
those who cannot dominate the interpersonal relations 
in the society and are lacking in confidence. They 
come to this brothel in order to compensate the sense 
of lose and resume his trust in himself. In Genet’s 
description, the General played by the client orders 
the prostitute to play the horse and ride on her, but he 
does not know where the battlefield is. This general is 
the “fake” general standing by the “fake” queen, who 
attempted to converse “role-play” into “reality” when 
the queen was killed in the eruption of the revolution. 
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VI. CHIEFOF POLICEANDTHE ROLE-
PLAYOF ROGER 
 
Clients all want to play the roles that they desire in 
the environment full of illusion, so as to fulfill their 
own desires of sex and power. They also wish to be 
played and memorized like an immortal. One of them 
is a regular client of the brothel “The Balcony”. As 
the prostitute Carmen said, he, just as usual, always 
had new ideas. He is slapped on his face and spanked 
on his buttocks this time, with the baby crying aside, 
which everybody shakes and pampers (Hornby 54). 
Readers and audience know that the Chief of Police 
has different quirks than others. He has the tendency 
for SM as well as Infantilism. But roleplaying is not 
able to satisfy his desires, because nobody has ever 
played the role of his, and he, rubbing his hands 
anxiously, can only imagine uneasily that once his 
name is written in the palms of stevedores, in the 
games of children, or on the teeth of soldiers? Then, 
he can have a place in history. 
Genet imagines that the brothel is going to see a 
revolution, the leader of which is Roger. Roger 
worked for the brothel before as a plumber. The Chief 
of Police is the anti-revolution leader, who is the 
lover of Irma as well as the co-owner of her brothel. 
Suddenly, they get the news that an explosion takes 
place in the palace, where the queen and all her 
attendants die. Actually, it is their purpose to stop the 
revolution to cheat the public and spread fake news: 
Irma plays the role as Queen, and her clients play 
Bishop, Judge, and General. 
This revolution is knocked down. However, these 
clients playing Bishop, Judge, and General will never 
give up their fantasy in order to seize the regime. 
Now, when the revolution leader Roger comes to 
Irma, the Chief of Police is preparing to build up his 
own monument in order to find a place in history for 
his name. Then, Roger asks to play the role as Chief 
of Police, as he is saddened to death since Irma is 
killed. Thus, in the front of people, Roger takes out a 
knife and, with his back to the audience, makes the 
gesture of castrating himself and the image that he 
projects. He is then buried in a tomb in this house of 
illusion, and his image will exist forever through the 
reflection in the mirror. 
Hornby suggests that the roleplaying within the role 
establishes a special context of performance, beyond 
the recognition of the general public of roles, which 
reveals the true self (Hornby 72). In the play, the 
revolution hero Roger does not castrate himself but 
the ego of the Chief of Police. He plays the Chief of 
Police just like raising a mirror to the Chief of Police. 
The Chief of Police takes the role that Roger plays as 
he, and finally gains the self that he has been longing 
for. When he is happy that he has made his dream 
come true, Roger suddenly smashes this mirror, 
castrating the self in the mirror. 
He castrates himself, partly as punishment for himself 
and partly as punishment for the Chief of Police in 

power. This is not self-castration but an act of 
destroying his opponent, the Chief of Police. Roger’s 
self-castration is an act of destroying the opponent in 
the psychological space, just as in another play of 
Jean Genet “The Maids”. In order to be a role that 
they have wished to be, they take every effort in vain, 
and finally vent all hatred and jealousy on the 
characters that they play to ruin themselves. This self-
destruction is also an oppression. When revolutions 
cannot work, Roger adopts a ritual like witchcraft. 
That is, through playing the role of the person that he 
hates, he kills the Chief of Police, who fights against 
revolution, satisfying himself by the roleplaying 
within the role. 
Hornby points out that dual or multiple role-play or 
role-switch explicitly reveals actor’s dual situation 
and dual identity. Actor’s self-evaluation and self-
explanation affect the attitude of the audience toward 
roles, also helping him or her look at the 
characteristics of roles and plots. The meta-theatre 
also makes the audience reflect upon self-
consciousness. According to Hornby’s theory, the 
roleplaying within the role in this play reveals 
identity examination. It is a critique toward the 
society, no matter whether it is taken from the 
perspective of audience or actors. Theatre is just like 
an identity laboratory, helping us examine the role 
identity in our society.[4] 
 
VII. ROLE-PLAYOF IRMA 
 
Irma is the owner of the brothel “The Balcony”. The 
management of all the prostitutes and arrangement of 
client’s stage properties, outfits, games, and roles. 
Client’s consumption time and charge are also in her 
charge. Just like Carmen and Irma say in their 
conversation, “Irma, your rooms bring comfort to us. 
You have even prepared “underground” dramas for 
us … you stand on the ground. The best proof is that 
you have earned money…They would suddenly wake 
up, and when the game is over, they would start over 
in life (Genet 40).” When the revolution erupts, Irma 
and the Chief of Police cooperated, and Irma even 
plays the Queen, trying to turn role-play into reality 
and to be the symbol of power. 
On the other hand, Irma has the function of reflecting 
the bloody truth of the real world as assigned by 
Genet in this absurd drama, a dark comedy. When the 
roles play other roles, entering the world of the play, 
Irma follows the logic of the interactant in her 
response in their conversation, but then she 
exaggerates while she has understood what they 
intend to have and how they behave, so as to 
characterize absurdity. 
The Chief of Police: I do what I can, I assure you. 
People fear me more and more. 
Irma: Not enough. You must plunge into darkness, 
into shit and blood. (With sudden anguish) And must 
kill whatever remains of our love. 
The Chief of Police (curtly): Everything's dead. 
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Irma: That’s a fine victory. So you've got to kill 
what’s around you. 
The Chief of Police (very irritated): I repeat: I do 
what I can to prove to the nation that I’m a leader, a 
lawgiver, a builder … 
Irma (uneasily): You're raving. Or else you really do 
expect to build an empire. In which case you’re 
raving. 
The Chief of Police (with conviction): When the 
rebellion's been put down, and put down by me, when 
I've the nation behind me and been appealed to by the 
Queen, nothing can stop me. Then, and only then, 
will you see who I now am! 
(Musingly) Yes, my dear, I want to build an 
empire … so that the empire will, in exchange, build 
me … 
Irma: … a tomb. 
The Chief of Police (somewhat taken aback): But, 
after all, why not? Doesn't every conqueror have one? 
So? (Exalted) 
Alexandria! I’ll have my tomb, Irma. And when the 
cornerstone is laid, you’ll be my guest of honor. 
 
identity in our society. 
 
VIII. CLOTH 
ASAMEANSOFCONSTRUCTINGIDENTITYIN
THEROLEPLAYINGWITHINTHEROLE 
 
In “The Balcony”, ordinary people put on uniforms of 
different kinds, as a symbol of power. Uniforms 
change, as power is taken over from time to time. 
From the conversation between the General and the 
Judge, it is apparent that how human beings 
recognize the authority is reflected through the 
dressing of uniform: 
The General (interrupting the Bishop): My breeches! 
What joy when I pulled on my breeches! I now sleep 
in my general's breeches. I eat in my breeches, I 
waltz-when I waltz-in my breeches, I live in my 
general's breeches. I'm a general the way one is a 
priest. 
The Judge: I'm just a dignity represented by a skirt. 
In “The Balcony”, the clients play roles such as bank-
clerks, plumbers, and firefighters in the real world. 
But when they put on the costumes and ornaments, 
they convert to the Bishop, the Judge, and the 
General, which are the roles that they imagine 
playing in the real-life world. These dresses and 
accessories are the medium in role-play; they cannot 
complete their roleplaying without these items. 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
Among the absurd dramatists, Genet is one of the 
most distinctive who creates a brand-new theater 

style through roleplaying. To Genet, drama is not just 
a story; it’s a way of conveying ideas about the arts 
and society.  
Bradby and Finburgh (61) argue that “The Balcony” 
is a series of peep shows that the spectators are 
arranged to voyeuristically thrill to peeling into the 
room of the brothel. Disappointing those who look 
forward to seeing the pornographic show, he instead 
allows them to contemplate the essence of 
power.During the performance, characters often jump 
in and out, swinging in multiple selves and showing 
un-familiarizing effects, undoubtedly highlighting the 
dramatic contrast between reality and illusion as 
designed by the dramatist.[1] In the “The Balcony”, 
with mixed presentation of the roleplaying within the 
role in the brothel and the brutal revolutionary riots 
outside the brothel as well as the absurd, satiric story, 
Genet provokes rich imagination and destructive 
power, gorgeous, explicit, spicy, and ambiguous text, 
the community, the essence of the existing power is 
exposed nakedly; at the same time, it completely 
obscures the boundary between reality and illusion, 
beauty and ugliness, kindness and sin, and reality and 
fiction. 
This paper analyzes “The Balcony”, provoking from 
the perspective of the roleplaying within the role, 
proving that the work presents the so-called real 
society, including the owner of the power and the 
power itself are all illusions. In his article “Black 
Masses and Ceremonies of Negation”, he points out 
that “humankind has always had a strong demand for 
illusion”. Almost none of the social order is based on 
fact. Even the revolution is merely a dream of 
somebody! As Genet says to the audience: 
“Prepare yours...judges, generals, bishops, 
chamberlains, rebels who allow the revolt to congeal, 
I’m going to prepare my costumes and studios for 
tomorrow… You must now go home, where 
everything-you can be quite sure-will be falser than 
here … You must go now. You'll leave by the right, 
through the alley … It’s morning already.”( Genet 
P114 ) 
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