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For some years, I have argued that human categorization should not be considered the arbitrary product of historical accident or of whim but rather the result of psychological principles of categorization, which are subject to investigation. (Rosch 1978: 27) 
Human categorization is a fundamental cognitive process that is at the heart of human conceptual organization (Smith and Medin 1980; Lakoff 1987). We tend to group together natural kinds, such as lions and tigers, under the “animal” category, oak and maple under the category of “tree”, and artefacts, such as chair and sofa, under the category of “furniture”. Moreover, categorization processes go far beyond such concrete domains as natural kinds and artefacts, and can also be found in abstract domains as emotions and social categories (e.g. gender or ethnic categories). 
Arguably, the groupings of entities into classes can be found too in highly complex domains such as the cultural ones, in literature, art and music. A case in point is the genre, which represents a basic cultural grouping. Thus, various literary works are grouped together to constitute the genre of “Tragedy”, others the genre of “Detective”, yet others the “Sonnet”, and so on. One question that arises in regard to such groupings is that of to what extent can a genre be regarded as a cognitive category? (see Steen 1999: 109-120)
It is noteworthy that among the infinite number of potential groupings of cultural products (such as literary works authored by individuals whose name begins with the letter “B”, to use an absurd example), only a small number have been assimilated into the cultural discourse and are employed and referred to by both the layperson and the professional. Thus, “the Novel” is a “natural” class of entities that has become a major and recognized category used in various contexts (e.g. literary dictionaries and criticism) and among diverse cultural communities.  

What makes novels, poems, plays, or more specific classes, such as “Tragedy” and “The Theatre of the Absurd”, successfully established groupings? A “cognitive perspective” on this issue would, presumably, contend that these groupings have been the “successful” ones (in that they were assimilated into the cultural discourse), because they conform, at least to some extent, to cognitive principles underlying human categorization. Such a view is suggested by Turner, who argues that:

Genre study is the project of grouping literary works into kinds and analyzing the nature of the connections between them. How is it that readers, from naïve to sophisticated, carve up the literary continuum?...What are the principles that genre theorist uses, perhaps unaware? How are those principles based upon everyday principles of conceptual connection?...Given the cognitive scientific study of the nature of categories, we should be surprised to find effects of the basic level in genre categories, or prototype effects in genre categories…the analysis of genre theory in the light of the cognitive scientific study of conceptual connections would be a large, intricate, and important work. It is so necessary and obvious that its development as a literary critical project seems inevitable. I leave it to the reader to imagine the forms such a literary critical project might take. (Turner 1993: 150)
This cognitive view of genres has, in the last two or three decades, underlain (implicitly or explicitly) various attempts in genre theory at perceiving genres as cognitive “categories” (For elaboration, see Steen 1999; Sinding 2002). Most of these studies have adopted the “modern” view of categorization in the cognitive sciences: namely, the “prototype” theory.
 Steen, for example, proposed adopting “the prototype categorization framework as a starting point for the development of a more precise taxonomy of discourse” (Steen 1999: 112). Kronfeld (1996) described the literary school of “modernism” in terms of prototypes, rather than necessary and sufficient conditions. Others still have focused on a meta-analysis of various genre theories, suggesting that some of them presuppose (implicitly or explicitly) that the underlying grouping principle of a genre is that of “family resemblance” rather than that of criterial condition (Fishelov 1993; Sinding 2002; Turner 1996; Keunen 2000).
Our primary aim in the present article is to extend this “cognitive categorization view of genres” by addressing a relatively under-researched but central issue: namely, the initial process of genre formation; or in other words, the birth of the genre. One of the main reasons for this neglect in genre theory may have to do with the fact that many genres (e.g. “the Novel”) have evolved throughout a long and complex socio-cultural process, involving a complex web of “cultural agents” such as critics and historians, until the genre became assimilated into the cultural discourse (Steen 1999: 109-120; Chandler 1997; Keunen 2000). Given this complexity it would seem almost impossible, in most cases, to pinpoint the precise point in time at which the genre in question was “born”.

Examining “the birth of a genre” is, from a cognitive perspective, highly instructive, as it provides us with a unique opportunity to examine the (presumably implicit) underlying categorization principles in a relatively initial and “pure” context, prior to the further use and development of the evolving genre in question within the cultural community in question.  

Such a (relatively rare) opportunity to examine the role played by cognitive principles of categorization in the “birth” phase of a genre is introduced by the two case studies that we examine here in some detail: the “Absurd” theatre and “In-Yer-Face” theatre. In both cases, the genre in question was engendered by a specific “formative text”, that is, a text that actually constructed the genre in question. These formative texts are exemplified by Martin Esslin's (1961) and Aleks Sierz's (2001) studies, which introduced the “Theatre of the Absurd” and “In-Yer-Face Theatre”, respectively. Both texts are formative in the sense that they introduced a “newborn” genre for the first time, coined its name, provided its characteristics, selected the plays and playwrights that have been grouped under its label, and distinguished them from other plays seen to belong to other genres.
The main question we set out to explore is that of the extent to which cognitive principles of categorization play a role in the very formation of the genres in question, as manifested in these formative texts. It should be stressed, however, that unlike previous studies of these texts, our interest here does not lie in questions such as whether the category of the theatrical school in question is valid, or whether the “members” of that category (i.e. the specific playwrights or plays) do indeed share significant characteristics or properties in common, nor similar questions in this line considered in previous cognitive studies of genres (Kronfeld 1996; Sinding 2002). Rather, our focus here is on the cognitive principles underlying the critical strategies employed in each of the two studies, Esslin's and Sierz's, in the forming of the category. We argue that these strategies, perhaps unknowingly, reflect the cognitive principles of category formation according to the prototype theory of categorization. 
We begin by introducing the three fundamental categorization principles developed within the framework of the prototype theory (section 1); we then apply these principles to the two case studies in question – “the Absurd theatre” (section 2), and “In-Yer-face theatre” (section 3). 

1. Principles of human categorization

In the following we briefly review the three categorization principles: the basic level, the prototype structure, and “category as a theory” (Shen 1992, 1997). The first two, the preference for basic level categorization and the prototype structure, relate to the vertical and horizontal dimensions of categories, respectively. The vertical dimension concerns the abstraction hierarchy; namely, the abstraction level at which concepts such as rocking chair, chair, furniture, artificial objects, and inanimate objects vary from each other. The horizontal dimension concerns categories that are at the same level of abstraction; namely, the dimension in which a chair, sofa and cupboard vary from each other. 

1.1. The basic level principle


In the vertical dimension, not all the possible levels of abstraction are equally useful; rather, the most basic level of categorization represents the level at which concepts are most easily recognized, remembered, and learned. The difference between alternative concepts at this level of abstraction is the largest, whereas subordinate and superordinate concepts are less richly differentiated from their respective alternatives (e.g. the subordinates Rolls Royce vs. Mercedes). This relative richness of distinctive features makes basic level concepts (e.g. “chairs” or “cars”) the highest level of abstraction at which an overall shape can be identified (e.g. one can draw a car but not “a vehicle”, given the high variability among the different types of vehicles (Rosch 1978). In sum, basic level concepts (e.g. “cars”) maximize the similarity among their subordinate members (different types of cars), and minimize the similarity with members of “neighboring” concepts (other types of vehicles, such as “bicycle”), thus making them, cognitively, the more useful concepts.

1.2. The prototype structure principle




The most salient principle with which the modern study of human categorization has been associated is that of the prototype structure. The classical (Aristotelian) view has traditionally held that no logical (or psychological) priority is given to certain members of one category over others. By contrast, modern studies have shown that categories are structured according to prototype structure: certain members are shown to be more prominent or prototypical than others. This perception has been firmly substantiated by findings obtained in various psychological as well as linguistic tests (Rosch 1978; Lakoff 1987). 

The major characteristic of prototypical members, as opposed to less prototypical ones, is that the former contain a relatively large number of attributes, which are shared by other category members, and a relatively small number of distinctive attributes. In contrast, less prototypical members contain a relatively large number of distinctive attributes and a relatively small number of attributes that are shared by other members. 

1.3. “Category as a theory” principle

Another fundamental principle of human categories has to do with the view of “Category as a theory” (see Murphy and Medin 1985: 289-316; Medin and Wattenmaker 1987: 25-62). According to this view, the categorization assumes a (folk) theory that “guides” us in connecting the attributes shared by category members via causal or semi-causal relations. As such, most categories are not simply the sum of independent attributes but are, rather, seen as an aggregation of attributes inter-linked by causal (or semi-causal) relations. 

For example, consider the category “car”; membership in this category is not based merely on the fact that its members share a certain set of (correlated) attributes. Rather, a “theory” of why cars exist and what is their function can account for the typical correlation of features uniquely associated with cars. Thus, we have a coherent notion of how such attributes as (having) wheels, steering wheel, engine, location of the driver, seat and pedals, are related to the function of cars; and how those attributes, linked to each other, distinguish cars from other types of vehicle.

In what follows we illustrate the role played by the three cognitive principles in the making of a group category in the domain of theatre, focusing on the two case studies: Martin Esslin's The Theatre of the Absurd (1961) and Aleks Sierz's In-Yer-Face Theatre (2001). Given that in both cases none of the dramatists grouped under the particular label considered themselves as belonging to a group or trend, these two studies, written four decades apart, distinctly exemplify the critical means employed in constructing a group category. In the present context we show how a number of the major critical means, emerging from the two studies, reveal a discernible adherence to the three cognitive categorization principles that were introduced previously.  

Although Esslin updated the second edition of his study (1968), subsequently revising and expanding its third edition (1980), in the main, all three editions illustrate the same repertoire of critical means. For the purpose of the present inquiry, therefore, we primarily refer in the following to the first edition (1961), which marks Esslin's primary move in constructing the group category of the Absurd. (Where relevant, we note any significant changes in the subsequent editions). 

2. The “Theatre of the Absurd” as a cognitive category

2.1. “Category as a theory” principle

The principle of  “category as a theory” states that the attributes shared by the category members are not a random aggregation of independent attributes, but rather a coherent cluster, whose coherence is achieved by causal or semi-causal relations among those attributes as well as between them and a global structure. 

Esslin's description of the category of the Absurd theatre seems to reflect a considerable (although possibly unaware) reliance on this principle. The definition of the category – a new theatrical trend – entails the delineation of the attributes that are commonly shared by the works of the dramatists grouped under the label of the Absurd. These attributes, as laid out by Esslin, are not merely an arbitrary aggregation, but rather constitute a coherent set of properties deriving from and serving the particular nature attributed to the new type of drama in question. 

Esslin points out that while the theme shared by the works of the Absurd dramatists is the “metaphorical anguish at the absurdity of the human condition”, what distinguishes this type of drama is its specific means of expression, in particular “the open abandonment of rational devices and discursive thoughts” (Esslin 1961: xx). As such, according to Esslin, the Absurd plays can be characterized by the following: having “no story or plot to speak of”, “often without recognizable characters” and presenting “almost mechanical puppets”; frequently having “neither a beginning nor an end”, often seeming “to be reflections of dreams and nightmares”, and consisting many times “of incoherent babblings” (Esslin 1961: xvii-xviii). He further stresses that the Theatre of the Absurd does not present an argument about “the absurdity of the human condition”, but instead “presents it in being – that is, in terms of concrete stage images of the absurdity of existence” (Esslin 1961: xx; emphasis in original).  He thus differentiates the Theatre of the Absurd from the Existentialist theatre that engages with a similar theme, by the former “striving for an integration between the subject matter and the form in which it is expressed …” (Esslin 1961: xx). In distinguishing the Theatre of the Absurd from yet another trend in the then contemporary French theatre – the “poetic avant-garde” – a trend preoccupied, too, “with the absurdity and uncertainty of the human condition,” Esslin emphasizes that a major difference resides in their “attitude toward language” (Esslin 1961: xxi). Unlike the “poetic avant-garde”, which “aspires to plays that are in effect poems”, the Theatre of the Absurd, he claims, “tends toward a radical devaluation of language, toward a poetry that is to emerge from the concrete and objectified images of the stage itself. … what happens on the stage transcends, and often contradicts, the words spoken by the characters” (Esslin 1961: xxi; emphasis in original). 
2.2. The basic-level principle 

The noted set of attributes specified by Esslin manifest yet another categorization principle – the basic level principle. The view according to which a specific genre (in our case the “Theatre of the Absurd”) represents a basic level concept was initially proposed by Steen, who stated that: “…it is presumably the level of genre that embodies the basic level concepts, whereas subgenres are the conceptual subordinates, and more abstract classes of discourse are the superordinates” (Steen 1999: 112). Arguably, the abstraction hierarchy, along which the Theatre of the Absurd occupies the basic level, consists in the broad genre of “Drama” as the superordinate level, and the subordinate level of sub-genres such as “Absurd plays by Beckett” or “Absurd plays by Ionesco”.

Recall that the main characteristic of basic level concepts is their large number (as compared with their subordinate and superordinate counterparts) of distinguishing attributes; namely, those attributes that differentiate them from their neighboring categories at the same abstraction level. Indeed, the number of attributes that according to Esslin's description differentiate the Theatre of the Absurd from other theatrical trends or schools (e.g. Naturalistic or Realistic drama) is quite large, and includes the entire list previously noted. This set of attributes is much larger than those attributes differentiating between the (subordinate category of) “Absurd plays by Beckett” and the “Absurd plays of Ionesco”. 

A similar argument applies to the superordinate category of “Drama”. This broad category is differentiated from its neighboring categories of, say, “Prose” and “Poetry”, by its relatively small number of attributes, such as “mode” (Steen 1999: 112). Thus, the set of attributes differentiating the basic level category of the Theatre of the Absurd from other basic level categories of theatrical trends is larger than the corresponding set differentiating “Drama” from “Prose” or “Poetry”.

2.3. The prototype structure principle

The prototype structure is the most salient and widely discussed categorization principle in previous cognitive studies of genre (Kronfeld 1996; Sinding 2002; Fishelov 1993). Given its centrality, we will discuss this principle in some detail, focusing mainly on the various (implicit) strategies employed by Esslin in constructing the group category; strategies that are in line with the principle of prototype structure. 
In constructing a new theatrical trend, Esslin groups a number of playwrights under the label he coins as the “Theatre of the Absurd”. Esslin (1961) relates to 18 playwrights, whose works he associates, to varying extents, with a new type of drama. From the outset, however, he identifies specific dramatists as distinctly associated with the new type of drama in question, and in doing so he posits these dramatists as major representatives – prototypes – of the new theatrical trend. Markedly, the distinction between the prototypes and the other (marginal) members of the group is manifested in the very structure of the study. In the first edition of Esslin's study, four chapters (of the five that specifically deal with the Absurd dramatists) center on the works of each of the major “Absurdists” – Samuel Beckett, Eugène Ionesco, Arthur Adamov and Jean Genet - while the fifth chapter, titled “Parallels and Proselytes”, relates to the other 14 dramatists that he associates with the Absurd drama. 

2.4. A (the) prototype of the Absurd: Samuel Beckett

It is surely of significance that Esslin chooses to examine Samuel Beckett's work in the first chapter of his study. This choice would seem clearly indicative of Esslin's perception of Beckett as a (perhaps the) major representative of the Absurd theatre. Esslin's detailed examination relates to Beckett's overall writings to date (1961) as well as to his life and career; but what is especially relevant here are the critic's scattered interjections of more general statements that highlight the major characteristics of the writer's dramatic work; a writer he posits as a prototype of the Absurd drama. Several examples can serve to illustrate the emergent correspondence between Esslin's highlighted characterizations of Beckett's plays and those attributes that the critic considers as typifying the Absurd drama.    

In introducing the writer, Esslin stresses “the deep existential anguish that is the keynote of Beckett’s work … ” (Esslin 1961: 1).
 Relating to Beckett's plays, Esslin emphasizes that they “lack plot even more completely than other works of the Theatre of the Absurd”, further commenting that, “instead of a linear development, they present their author's intuition of the human condition by a method that is essentially polyphonic; they confront their audiences with an organized structure of statements and images that interpenetrate each other and that must be apprehended in their totality, rather like different themes in a symphony, which gain meaning by their simultaneous interaction” (Esslin 1961: 13). By pointing out the plays' lack of plot and linear development, both of which he perceives as major characteristics of Absurd theatre, Esslin sets Beckett's work as a distinct example of this type of drama. Moreover, in his discussion of Waiting for Godot, which he presents as Beckett's (first) “real triumph” (1953), Esslin asserts, for instance, that the play “does not tell a story; it explores a static situation” (Esslin 1961: 9, 13). He goes on to note that the characters of Vladimir and Estragon “are clearly derived from the pairs of cross-talk comedians of music hall” (Esslin 1961: 14) (their repetitive dialogue pattern and crude physical humor). This observation (concerning the music hall tradition) corresponds with Esslin's view of the theatrical sources that the Absurd draws upon; a view specified in the study's sixth chapter – “The Tradition of the Absurd” (Esslin 1961: 235-6). In concluding his in-depth analysis of the play, Esslin states that “it is open to philosophical, religious, and psychological interpretations, yet above all it is a poem on time, evanescence, and the mysteriousness of existence, the paradox of change and stability, necessity and absurd” (Esslin 1961: 27). Markedly, Esslin tends to dispute those attempts to interpret Beckett's plays (such as Endgame [1957]) “as a mere exercise in conscious or subconscious autobiography” (Esslin 1961: 32). Rather, he argues, “the experience expressed in Beckett's plays is of a far more profound and fundamental nature than mere autobiography” (Esslin 1961: 34). In his view, the plays' powerful effect derives primarily from their universal nature, as he notes, for example, that “[T]hey reveal his [Beckett's] experience of temporality and evanescence;” or, “the difficulty of communication between human beings; of the unending quest for reality in a world in which everything is uncertain and the borderline between dream and reality is ever shifting;…” (Esslin 1961: 34). Esslin presents Waiting for Godot and Endgame as “dramatic statements of the human situation itself,” stressing that these plays “lack both characters and plot in the conventional sense …” (Esslin 1961: 39). Furthermore, he claims that “[L]anguage in Beckett's plays serve to express the breakdown, the disintegration of language. Where there is no certainty, there can be no definite meanings – and the impossibility of ever attaining certainty is one of the main themes of Beckett's plays” (Esslin 1961: 44-45). If Esslin refrains from presenting Beckett explicitly as a prototype of the Absurd theatre, he nonetheless advances this perception indirectly by his emphases and interjected commentaries or statements, as previously exemplified. His conclusion of the first chapter is yet another instance, though this time perhaps pronounced between the lines as it were. Esslin proclaims: “In Waiting for Godot and Endgame, plays drained of characters, plot and meaningful dialogue, Beckett has shown that such a seemingly impossible tour de force can in fact be accomplished” (Esslin 1961: 46).                     

2.5. A non-prototype member of the Absurd group: Edward Albee 

In the lead-in paragraph of the fifth chapter of his study – “Parallels and Proselytes” – Esslin clarifies that “the four dramatists whose work has been examined in some detail in this book by no means stand alone” (Esslin 1961: 168). He thus offers, after the four chapters centering on the dramatists whom he posits as major representatives of the Absurd theatre, a survey “of the experiments of these contemporaries and followers of the masters of the new convention”, aiming to show “the possible future lines of development” (Esslin 1961: 168). Markedly, Esslin relates in this chapter to a number of dramatists who were at the time (1961) still in the early phases of their careers, and he therefore refrains explicitly, in the case of Harold Pinter, for example (Esslin 1961: 217), or inexplicitly, in the case of Edward Albee, from a final verdict as to the extent and nature of their theatrical contribution. It is noteworthy here that in the third, revised edition of his study (1980), Esslin shifts Pinter from margin to center, positing him as yet a fifth major representative of the Absurd. In this later edition, however, he does not re-posit Albee – by 1980 a prominent playwright – although updating his account on the dramatist. As such, Esslin's discussion of Albee's work (in the 1961 edition), particularly when compared with his discussion of Beckett's drama and to some extent with that of Pinter, can serve to illustrate the critic's differing emphases in presenting a dramatist whom he considers (apparently in all three editions) as a non-prototype member of the Absurd group. 

It is clearly apparent that while Esslin chooses to devote to Beckett's work the entire first chapter of his study, he relates to Edward Albee as merely one – the last in the first edition (225-7) and the twelfth  in the third edition (311-4) – of the 14 dramatists whom he discusses in the chapter “Parallels and Proselytes”. Introducing Albee, Esslin comments that the dramatist “comes into the category of the Theatre of the Absurd … because his work attacks the very foundations of American optimism” (Esslin 1961: 225). In his relatively brief account of Albee's work up to that time (1961), Esslin relates in particular to the plays The Zoo Story (1958) and The American Dream (1959-60). Significantly, in dealing with both plays, he stresses their resemblance to other works by so-called Absurd dramatists. With regard to Albee's first play, The Zoo Story (which premiered in a double bill with Beckett's Krapp's Last Tape), he points out that “[I]n the realism of its dialogue and its subject matter …, The Zoo Story is closely akin to the work of Harold Pinter” (Esslin 1961: 225-226). Nonetheless, he also claims that the effect of the play “is marred by its melodramatic climax …” (Esslin 1961: 226). Examining The American Dream, however, Esslin emphasizes that the play “clearly takes up the style and subject of the Theatre of the Absurd and translates it into a genuine American idiom,” and he also notes that the play's language “resembles that of Ionesco in its masterly combination of clichés” (Esslin 1961: 226). 

If noting the resemblance of these two plays either to Pinter's or Ionesco's work, respectively, serves to affiliate Albee to the Absurd group, it is surely of significance that at the same time Esslin differentiates Albee's drama by further typifying the later play's traits as characteristically American (Esslin 1961: 226). In other words, by highlighting the dominance of the American characteristics, which inevitably cannot be shared with the work of many (if any) members of the group of Absurd playwrights, Esslin “disqualifies” the dramatist as a prototype of this drama. Nonetheless, his positing of Albee's drama within the perceived group of the Absurd playwrights, which in 1961 undoubtedly relied on the early phase of the dramatist's career, suggests a prediction rather than a definite verdict. It is noticeable, however, that in his discussion of Pinter, who in 1961 was also in the early phase of his career, Esslin does not emphasize (and seldom relates to) the British characteristics of the dramatist's work, tending, rather, to highlight those attributes that correspond with the ones that he (Esslin) perceives as typifying the Absurd drama (Esslin 1961). It thus appears that Esslin's initial positing of Pinter (in the 1961 edition) as a non prototype of the Absurd drama derives primarily from the dramatist's early phase of his career, as compared with the other major Absurdists; whereas in the case of Albee, additional reasons motivated the critic's choice. Indeed, while Esslin differentiates Pinter's work from the “social realism” dramas, typifying, in his view, many of the dramatist's contemporaries (Esslin 1961), in his account of Albee he comments in passing that the dramatist had produced The American Dream “after an excursion into grimly realistic social criticism (the one-act play The Death of Besssie Smith [1959])” (Esslin 1961: 226). This comment further reflects (albeit indirectly) the critic's uncertainty as to the dramatist's future tendencies (whether or not in line with the Absurd trend) in works to come. In his (1980) updated account on Albee's work, Esslin notes that “[W]ith Delicate Balance (1966) Albee returns to realistic setting” (Esslin 1980: 314).

Albee’s work (in particular The American Dream), in spite (and perhaps because) of its American characteristics, provides Esslin with what he perceives as a distinct example of Absurd drama in the US, and hence complies with his particularly stated objective (manifested in the study's fifth chapter) to show the impact of the Absurd on dramatists throughout the world (Esslin 1961: 225). His specific motivation in positing Albee both as a group member and a non-prototype one, emerges from the concluding statement, in which he presents The American Dream as a “promising and brilliant first example of an American contribution to the Theatre of the Absurd” (Esslin 1961: 227).
3. “In-Yer-Face” as a cognitive category

3.1.“Category as a theory” principle 

As in the previous case, Sierz's definition of the category – a new theatrical trend – entails the delineation of those attributes that are commonly shared by the works of the dramatists whom he groups under the coined label “In-Yer-Face theatre”. It should be stressed at the outset that, in full accordance with the principle of “category as a theory”, these attributes are presented as a coherent set of properties deriving from the particular nature attributed to the new type of drama in question and serving that nature. 

Sierz presents in-yer-face writers as introducing “a new aesthetic – more blatant, aggressive and confrontational – …” (Sierz 2001: xii). According to Sierz, these dramatists transformed the language of theatre, “making it more direct, raw and explicit. They not only introduced a new dramatic vocabulary, they also pushed theatre into being more experiential, more aggressively aimed at making audiences feel and respond” (Sierz 2001: xiii). He points out that although theatre always aims at affecting an audience's feelings, “what characterized in-yer-face theatre was its intensity, its deliberate relentlessness and its ruthless commitment to the extremes” (Sierz 2001: xiii). Sierz particularly emphasizes the confrontational and provocative nature of this kind of theatre and its use of shock tactics to achieve its powerful affect. As such, he specifies the following traits as typifying an in-yer-face play: “The language is usually filthy, characters talk about unmentionable subjects, take their clothes off, have sex, humiliate each other, experience unpleasant emotions, become suddenly violent.” “At its best,” he asserts, “this kind of theatre is so powerful, so visceral, that it forces audiences to react…” (Sierz 2001: 5). This kind of theatre, Sierz claims, derives additional provocative power from its form: “The further a play departs from the conventions of naturalism, especially those of the well-made three-act drama, the more difficult it is for many audiences to accept” (Sierz 2001: 6).

Sierz, like Esslin, also relates to the initial reception of the new type of drama as deriving from its particular nature. If Esslin points to the incomprehension with which the Theatre of the Absurd had initially been received (Esslin 1961: xvii), Sierz relates to the specific nature of in-yer-face drama, remarking that “confrontational theatre is a constantly contested territory" (Sierz 2001: 9). 

3.2. The basic level principle 


As in the case of the Absurd, here too the In-Yer-Face category can be regarded as a basic level concept. As the argument in both is similar, we summarize it briefly here. For the in-yer-face group too, the set of attributes that differentiates it from other theatrical trends is much larger than the set of attributes that differentiates a potential subordinate category (for example, “The plays of Sarah Kane”) from its neighboring categories (e.g., “The plays of Mark Ravenhill”), and also larger than the set of attributes differentiating the superordinate broad category of “Drama” from that of “Prose” or “Poetry”. 

3.3. The prototype structure principle

Given the centrality of this principle we describe it here in some detail. The group constructed by Sierz, under the label of “In-Yer-Face theatre”, consists in 19 playwrights whose works he associates, to varying extents, with a new type of drama. Sierz, like Esslin, identifies from the outset specific dramatists as distinctly associated with the new type of drama in question, and in doing so the critic posits these dramatists as major representatives – prototypes – of the new theatrical trend. As in the case of Esslin, the distinction between the prototypes and the other (marginal) members of the group is reflected in the very structure of the study. In Sierz's study, three eponymous chapters (of the seven chapters dealing with the dramatists' works) focus individually on a major in-yer-face writer – Antony Neilson, Sarah Kane, and Mark Ravenhill. In the four additional chapters Sierz discusses the other 16 dramatists, whom he divides into sub-groupings according to major tactics or thematic concerns that he perceives to typify in-yer-face drama – “Come to the Shock-Fest”, “Boys Together”, “Sex Wars”, and “Buttered and Bruised”. 

3.4. A (the) prototype of In-Yer-Face: Sarah Kane

Sierz presents the three in-yer-face writers, Nielson, Kane, and Ravenhill – the major representatives of the newly defined theatrical trend – as “[T]he most provocative new writers of the decade,” who have “had an influence that far outweighed the number of the plays they wrote at the time, and that remained strong despite the uneven quality of some of their work” (Sierz 2001: xii-xiii). Of the three, he regards Sarah Kane as “the quintessential in-yer-face writer of the decade”; a perception manifested both in his depiction of the dramatist and his analysis of her plays (Sierz 2001: 121).

In positing Kane as a (perhaps the) prototype of the group of in-yer-face dramatists, Sierz characterizes her work primarily by highlighting those attributes common to the other dramatists whom he considers as belonging to the newly-defined theatrical group (or trend). Sierz's particular perception of Kane as “the quintessential in-yer-face writer of the decade” seems to rely mostly on her first play, Blasted (1995). His emphasis on Blasted that serves to highlight the confrontational aspects of Kane's work can be seen to correspond to his objective to construct the dramatist as a/the major representative of in-yer-face theatre. Thus, his elaboration on the media furor following Blasted also complies with his aim to present the provocative impact of her first play. Referring to the reactions elicited by the play, he comments, for instance, “[N]ot only did it contain disturbing emotional material, but it also adopted a deliberately unusual and provocative form” (Sierz 2001: 99). Moreover, in citing Kane's own explanations to the media's violent reaction, Sierz specifically emphasizes her view that “the press outrage was due to the play being experiential rather than speculative. … . What makes the play experiential is its form” (Sierz 2001: 98). Sierz then goes on to state that “Kane’s play deliberately aimed to provoke”, and refers to the playwright's own clarification that she “more or less abandoned the audience to craft their own response to the imagery by denying them the safety of familiar form” (Sierz 2001: 102). It is noticeable (though hardly surprising), that in citing the dramatist, as exemplified here as well as throughout his discussion of her work, Sierz not only highlights those of her explanations and views that most serve his own perception of her work, but he also attempts to direct the readers' understanding of her claims by injecting commentaries or adding interpretations.              

Examining the powerful effect of Kane's first play, Sierz points out its “vividness of images,” remarking that “what happens on stage is pretty bad, but what is described is even worse” (Sierz 2001: 99-100). His analysis of Blasted adheres in general to his perception that it is “a typically nineties play…” (Sierz 2001: 103). He comments that the play “doesn’t state a case but imposes its point of view,” also relating to the play's shock tactics, the use and function of its savage violence, its suggested view of masculinity in crisis, and its powerful stage images, all of which comply with his characterizations of in-yer-face theatre (Sierz 2001: 103-105). Markedly, Sierz concludes his discussion of Blasted by pronouncing it as Kane's best play (Sierz 2001: 106). As such, he not only differentiates Blasted from her next three plays but also advances the view that her most significant in-yer-face work is her best play, hence “qualifying” the dramatist as the prototype of the new trend.

Sierz's analyses of Kane's next three plays also appear to adhere primarily to his objective to highlight those aspects of the dramatist's work that he considers to typify in-yer-face theatre. Examining her second play Phaedra's Love (1996), he stresses that it is “also a study in extreme emotions” (Sierz 2001: 107). About her third play, Cleansed (1998), he claims that it is “provocative theatre at its cruel best” (Sierz 2001: 114). In examining her fourth play, Crave (1998), Sierz points out Kane's rich use of language and the play's dazzling images, commenting that: “Crave's intensity tends to provoke visual images…” (Sierz 2001: 119). Given that Sierz had completed his book prior to 2000, his chapter on Kane concludes with her fourth play Crave; hence, not including her fifth play, 4.48 Psychosis, produced posthumously (2000).

3.5. A non-prototype member of the In-Yer-Face group: Martin McDonagh 

Sierz's policy in presenting the work of the dramatist Martin McDonagh, as compared with the case of Kane, exemplifies in the main his policy in discussing the dramatists posited as non-prototypical members of the in-yer-face group. While devoting a full chapter (Chapter 4) to examining Kane's work, Sierz relates to McDonagh's plays in his eighth chapter, titled “Buttered and Bruised”, in which he also analyses the work of three other dramatists (Joe Penhall, Judy Upton and Rebecca Prichard). McDonagh is hence one of the 16 dramatists that Sierz includes in the group category of in-yer-face writers, none of whom are considered by the critic as major representatives of this type of drama. 

Unlike his account of Kane's work, which begins with the media furor evoked by her first play – thereby confirming the highly provocative nature of her “in-yer-face” writing – in his account of McDonagh, Sierz presents from the outset this dramatist's meteoric rise to fame, contributed to by the highly favorable reception of his plays by critics and audiences alike. Nonetheless, it is noticeable that McDonagh's achieved prominence does not imply that Sierz posited him as a prototype of in-yer-face theatre. While associating Kane's work primarily with provocation, Sierz introduces McDonagh's work as exemplifying “pessimism about humanity…” (Sierz 2001: 219).

In examining the latter’s work, Sierz's centers primarily on the dramatist's first play, The Beauty Queen of Leenane (1996). His account of the play provides, between the lines as it were, the possible reasons for the dramatist's assigned position within the perceived group of in-yer-face writers. Relating to McDonagh's first play, Sierz cites the critic Fintan O'Toole, who describes the dramatist's language as a “strangely beautiful hybrid”, drawn from “the edgy street-talk of English cities and the lyricism of rural Irish speech” (Sierz 2001: 220). Sierz's choice to highlight the hybrid characteristic noted by O'Toole, corresponds with, and in turn serves, the critic's particular perception and positing of McDonagh's work. Inevitably, the Anglo-Irish hybrid nature of McDonagh's drama can not be shared with many (if any) members of the group of in-yer-face playwrights, hence “disqualifying” the dramatist as a prototype of this drama. Although O'Toole, as cited by Sierz, relates specifically to the dramatist's language, the term “hybrid” nonetheless appears as a key characteristic where critical perception of McDonagh's work is concerned. Already in the initial reviews of the dramatist's first play many of the critics had commented that his work neither follows nor can be easily located within the perceived Irish theatrical tradition. In his review for The Observer, Michael Billington, for example, wrote of the 1996 production of The Beauty Queen of Leenane (the first Royal Court production of the play) that “[I]t exploits Irish theatrical tradition and, at the same time, subtly undermines it”. 

The hybrid nature of McDonagh's drama is explicitly noted and stressed by O'Toole in his 1999 introduction to a collection of the dramatist's early plays. O'Toole describes the playwright as “part of a generation that has completely redefined the term 'Anglo-Irish'” (O’Toole 1999: ix-xvii, ix). In McDonagh's dialogue, O'Toole points out that “Harold Pinter and Joe Orton blend seamlessly with Tom Murphy and John B. Keane to create a vibrantly original mixture of absurd comedy and cruel melodrama” (O’Toole 1999: x-xi). When referring to The Beauty Queen of Leenane, O'Toole further suggests that “[T]he mixture of elements makes sense, because the country in which McDonagh’s play is set is pre-modern and post-modern at the same time. … . All the elements that make up the picture are real, but their combined effect is one that questions the very idea of reality” (O’Toole 1999: xi).

According to Sierz, “the most assured aspect of The Beauty Queen of Leenane is that it is a well-plotted thriller” and he also notes that it is a well made play that “toys with the audience expectations.” “Although,” he comments, “at first glance the setting could be Ireland in the thirties or fifties, the play mixes this traditional rural ambiance with nineties references …” (Sierz 2001: 221). Sierz then stresses that “[W]hereas most in-yer-face shockers have urban or futuristic locations, McDonagh’s play looked as rural as a cow pat” (Sierz 2001: 221). 

Indeed, in discussing McDonagh's work, Sierz relates at first to the idiosyncratic nature of the dramatist's work and its possible sources, distinguishing him from other in-yer-face writers. Providing the playwright's background, Sierz specifically mentions that McDonagh was born and grew up in south London, usually spending his summer holidays in Ireland (in Easkey, County Sligo and in Connemara, the western region of County Galway). He goes on to comment that McDonagh “is certainly familiar with most Irish playwrights …,” pointing out that that the dramatist's style “is based on the experience of Irish uprootedness” (Sierz 2001: 222). In citing McDonagh, Sierz presents the dramatist's own references to his memories of Ireland, especially the language he heard in Galway, on which he drew in his style of dialogues (Sierz 2001: 222-223).

If Sierz relates to Ireland as possibly the primary source of McDonagh's inspiration, he nonetheless opts to affiliate the dramatist with the group of in-yer-face writers. He thus highlights the broader implications of McDonagh's work. He emphasizes, for example, that the violence in The Beauty Queen of Leenane “is not just a comment on domestic life in a suffocating backwater; it also creates a world drenched in a nineties sensibility,” and further remarks, “[I]nstead of directly showing modern Ireland …, McDonagh prefers pastiche” (Sierz 2001: 223).

Markedly, Sierz concludes his discussion of McDonagh by stressing that the dramatist “offers a method of attacking nostalgia that applies not just to Ireland but to any nation's culture. A country, he [McDonagh] implies, can only prepare for the twenty-first century by breaking with the cultural myths of its past” (Sierz 2001: 225). Highlighting the in-yer-face characteristics of McDonagh's work, in particular the violence, Sierz comments that it is “a question not of murders but of a writer's attitude, an intellectual stance that scorns respect and vents its fury on all things sentimental. This intellectual aggression could be applied to any culture, including that of mainland Britain” (Sierz 2001: 225). Thus, Sierz remarks that in light of “the plethora of nostalgic adaptations of Eng Lit classics that clogged up many a stage in the nineties, McDonagh's writing is refreshing bold” (Sierz 2001: 225).                                    

4. In conclusion

Groupings of cultural products such as that of the genre differ radically from groupings of concrete concepts, in that the former are more abstract, more complex, and are formed within a context of an evolving culture. If anything, one would expect that the principles underlying human categorization of concrete concepts such as natural kinds (e.g. “dogs” or “lions”) or artificial objects (e.g. “cars” or “chairs”), would have little to do with the principles underlying such a complex grouping as the genre. Rather, it seems reasonable to assume that the formation of a (theatrical) genre would be constrained and governed by factors intrinsic to the cultural domain of theatre, such as the goals of various mediating agents like reviewers or critics in their attempt to promote certain playwrights or plays, or the aim of theatre historians to construct a historical sequence by locating certain plays and playwrights as marking the phases in the evolution of theatre history (Zarhy-Levo 2008: 1-14, 107-118). Clearly, these factors pertain to the cultural system called “theatre” and bear no similarity to the way that concrete objects are categorized in the human cognitive system. 

However, the analysis of the initial phase of genre formation, as exemplified by the two case studies examined in the present article, would strongly suggest that, in addition to the aforementioned “cultural factors”, genre formation is largely guided by principles of the human conceptual system. Thus, the present article not only offers further support for the “prototype theory” of genre that relates to the major role of principles of human categorization in the already recognized (established) genres (Fishelov 1993; Kronfeld 1996; Sinding 2002), but it also suggests that these principles play an important role in the initial phase of a genre's formation. It has also been shown that in addition to the “prototype structure” principle (which has been the main focus of attention in previous studies), two additional, non-trivial principles of categorization – namely, the “basic level principle” and the “category as a theory” principle – are at work in this cultural domain as much as in the concrete domains.

On a more speculative note, it may be suggested that this perception of the initial process of genre formation can (at least partially) account for the fact that a genre such as “the Theatre of the Absurd”, has been successfully assimilated into the cultural discourse. Compared with a large number of alternative potential genre groupings, with which any or several of the so-called Absurd dramatists could have been associated, and which have not become established, it is the category of “Theatre of the Absurd” that has proved to survive. Presumably, the success of this category in “surviving” in a cultural domain that is subjected to frequent changes of views and attitudes, not to mention the continuous debates regarding such groupings, lies in its adherence, right from its inception, to principles of human categorization. The categories established and employed in a cultural discourse are created by “people in the culture”; hence, their survival depends (partially at least) on their adherence to those principles and constraints of the human conceptual system. 
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� The central development in the research of human categorization has been the rejection of the Aristotelian theory in favor of what has become known as the Prototype theory (Rosch 1978; Lakoff 1987); a theory that has been developed extensively in the cognitive sciences and been widely extended to various conceptual domains.





� Consider, for example, the 'bird' (natural) category. All the attributes characteristic of a bird (such as "ability to fly", "having feathers", "having wings" and so on) do not make it a bird, unless these attributes may be found together in a coherent "bird structure". In order for a given entity to be considered "a bird", it is necessary for it, in addition to having these properties, to show the same causal relations necessary to hold these attributes together. To take a trivial example, there must be a connection between a bird's having wings and its ability to fly, as well as its overall shape and so on, a causal relation that does not exist in the case of "a bird toy" that has wings and the ability to fly (for a thorough discussion of this theory-based approach to categorization, see Murphy and Medin 1985; Medin and Wattenmaker 1987).





� Consider, for example, the following, typical, definition of this genre or trend: "The Theatre of the Absurd (� HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/French_language" \o "French language" �French�: Théâtre de l'Absurde) is a designation for particular plays written by a number of primarily European playwrights in the late 1940s, 1950s, and 1960s, as well as for the style of theatre which has evolved from their work." (Wikipedia - � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Theatre_of_the_Absurd" ��http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Theatre_of_the_Absurd�). Note that this definition assumes that the superordinate of the Theatre of the Absurd is drama ("plays"), while the subordinate levels are presumably, the specific playwrights who belong to this trend.





� In relating to the writer's early years and relationships, Esslin highlights Beckett's tormented personality (Esslin 1961: 6).
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