
Unveiling the Tragicomedy of "He Who Gets
Slapped": A Literary Exploration

In the realm of theatrical masterpieces, "He Who Gets Slapped" stands as
a poignant and thought-provoking play by the renowned Russian playwright
Leonid Andreyev. First staged in 1915, this four-act drama delves into the
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depths of human suffering, humiliation, and the desperate search for
meaning in a chaotic world.
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Plot Overview

The play revolves around the enigmatic figure of He, a man whose past
and true identity remain shrouded in mystery. Driven by a profound sense
of disillusionment and longing, He joins a circus troupe as a clown,
enduring constant ridicule and humiliation.

As the story unfolds, He encounters a diverse cast of characters, each
harboring their own secrets and traumas. There's Polly, the acrobat whose
love for He is torn between pity and desire; Bezano, the relentless
ringmaster who revels in He's suffering; and Count Mancini, a man of
privilege who seeks redemption through self-sacrifice.

Themes of Identity

"He Who Gets Slapped" explores the complexities of identity and the ways
in which individuals struggle to define themselves. He, the protagonist, is a
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man without a name or a past, stripped of all social conventions and labels.

Through his experiences as a clown, He undergoes a profound
transformation. As he immerses himself in the grotesque world of the
circus, he discovers a distorted reflection of his own humanity. The clown's
painted face and exaggerated gestures become a mask that both conceals
and reveals his true identity.

The Search for Meaning

At its core, "He Who Gets Slapped" is a play about the human search for
meaning in the face of adversity. The characters are all adrift in a world that
seems to offer little purpose or redemption.

He's desire for significance leads him to embrace the role of a clown, a
figure that embodies both laughter and pain. Through this paradoxical
existence, he grapples with the question of whether suffering can have any
redeeming value.

The Power of Humiliation

Humiliation plays a pivotal role in "He Who Gets Slapped." He endures
constant mockery and abuse, both physical and emotional. Yet, beneath his
grotesque exterior, he maintains a flicker of hope and resilience.

Andreyev suggests that humiliation can have both destructive and
transformative effects. For He, it becomes a catalyst for self-discovery and
a path towards a deeper understanding of his own humanity.

Characters and Symbolism



Each character in "He Who Gets Slapped" represents a different facet of
the human condition. Polly, the acrobat, symbolizes the elusive nature of
love and the sacrifices people are willing to make for it.

Bezano, the ringmaster, embodies the cruelty and indifference of society.
Count Mancini represents the longing for redemption and the complexities
of human conscience.

Themes of Love

Amidst the tragedy and despair, "He Who Gets Slapped" explores the
power of love. Polly's love for He, despite his clownish facade, provides a
glimmer of hope in a bleak world.

Mancini's love for his former lover, Consuelo, drives him towards a path of
self-destruction. Yet, through his suffering, he finds a measure of
redemption.

"He Who Gets Slapped" is a masterpiece of theatrical art that delves into
the depths of human suffering and longing. Through its enigmatic
protagonist, memorable characters, and profound themes, the play
challenges us to question the nature of identity, the search for meaning,
and the transformative power of humiliation.

As the curtain falls on He's final performance, the audience is left with a
haunting reminder of the resilience and fragility of the human spirit. "He
Who Gets Slapped" remains a timeless and thought-provoking play that
resonates with audiences across generations.
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