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Ubu Roi means Ubu the King or King Ubu. 

 ● It was first performed in Paris at the Théâtre de l’Oeuvre, 
 caused a riotous response in the audience as it opened 
 and closed on December 10, 1896.
 ● Started life as a project begun by Jarry at age 15, growing 
 out of a sketch he wrote with some friends to make fun of 
 one of his teachers. 
 ● It was originally dubbed ‘The Poles’ and as Jarry fleshed  
 it out, it became King Ubu. 
 ● The play was variously performed by puppets and people.
 ● It is considered a wild, bizarre and comic play, significant for the way it overturns cultural 

 rules, norms, and conventions.
 ● A parody of Shakespeare’s Macbeth with elements of Hamlet and King Lear
 ● It had wide-ranging consequences on turn-of-the-century literature in Europe
 ● Seen by some to have opened the door for what became known as modernism in the  

 wentieth century.
 ● Ubu Roi was the first serious departure from traditional theatre and as a result Jarry has 

 been claimed by some to be the father of such theatre styles as, surrealism, absurdism, 
 and dadaism, heavily influencing such writers as Samuel Beckett, Eugene Ionesco and 
 Antonin Artaud. 

INTRODUCTION
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The first performance of the play by live actors in 1896 in Paris resulted in an incredible 
scandal. The first word of the original play is merdre, a deliberate adaptation of the French 
word merde (shit). It reportedly took several minutes for the crowd to calm down enough for 
the performance to continue, though many of the audience departed the theatre immediately. 
There were literally fist fights in the audience as people reacted to the vulgarity. In subsequent 
translations the opening word takes on similar forms e.g ‘Pshit’ or ‘Shikt’.

The opening night caused quite a stir. According to witnesses, when the actor Firmin Gernier 
(Pa Ubu) stepped forward to speak the opening line—‘‘Merdre!’’ The audience erupted in 
pandemonium. It took nearly fifteen minutes to silence the house and continue the play. 
Several people walked out without hearing any more. 

The stage manager startled the audience into silence by turning up the house lights and 
catching several screaming patrons standing on their seats and shaking their fists. Gernier 
improvised a dance and the audience settled back down long enough for the action to proceed 
to the next ‘‘merdre,’’ when the audience exploded once again. The interruptions continued 
throughout the play until the curtain fell. The play had a second performance and then closed 
by which time Jarry had shot to fame and his name was all over Paris. 

Initial reactions to the play were mixed. Some responded positively and were excited at this 
new style exploding onto the stage. Others were horrified and reacted in mainly three ways: 

• Disgust - at the play’s ‘‘alleged’’ vulgarity and obscenity;
• Fear - perhaps in view of the political atmosphere of the time, critics condemned the 
 play and its performance as the theatrical equivalent of an ‘‘anarchist’’ bomb attack and 
 as an act of political subversion;
• Disdain - that the play should in no way be considered as a ‘‘serious’’ piece of literature 
 or of theatre but rather a gigantic hoax. A big joke that Jarry was having on the audience 
 and critics.

FIRST PERFORMANCE 
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Whatever the reactions, one thing was certain. Ubu was to become a landmark in theatre 
history.

SETTING 

The original play is set in Poland, but Jarry’s “Poland” is really just a word for “nowhere at 
all” -- a surreal, non-existent kingdom populated by complete fools. On top of that, a running 
joke in Ubu Roi is that the French word pologne refers also to a type of sausage that were 
often featured in pantomime and Punch and Judy puppet shows. In the translation by Kenneth 
McLeish, ‘Poland’ has been translated to ‘Baloney’, to accurately reflect Jarry’s comic meaning. 
Baloney is a sausage made from left over scraps of meat and the term subsequently came to 
mean ‘nonsense’. 

BRIEF SYNOPSIS 

Pa Ubu is an oafish, idiotic dictator, who kills and invades for no sound reason. His nagging 
spouse Ma Ubu, accompanies him as he and his army of Barmpots assassinate Good King 
Wenceslas of Baloney. One of the King’s sons, Billikins, escapes, and receives “a great big 
sword” to fight the Ubu terror. Ubu, enjoying his new found Kingdom, soon lets it get to his 
head, and starts ‘debraining’ any dissenters, and demanding triple tax. His citizens side with 
Billikins, while Ubu’s lieutenant, the obscene Dogpile, joins up with Tsar Alexis of All the 
Russkies to restore Billikins. Meanwhile, Ma Ubu elopes with a handsome Balonian soldier, 
along with the state treasures. Pa Ubu ends up living in a cave with two cronies, Wallop and 
McClub, before teaming up with Ma again, and they all head for Engelland.

JARRY’S PARIS OF THE 1890s 

Paris in the 1890s experienced a unique era of political transition and scandal. Party labels 
changed, as well as party attitudes. The political sphere in Paris at this time was becoming 
more polarized, as was the intellectual community. Although there was a divide in the political 
and intellectual communities of Paris, the art community in Montmartre expanded to accept 
artists from all parts of the world. Paris experienced political, whereas the art scene thrived. 
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THEATRE OF THE TIME

Theatre at the time was mainly entertainment that catered to a bourgeois public, anything but a 
place for experimentation. Most plays followed the well-made play structure which seemed to 
focus more on a tradition of technique rather than content. There was a growing trend toward 
realism in the theatre which was supposed to make the audience ‘believe’ in ways that they 
had never been asked to before. The importance on theatre for entertainment meant that the 
stages were full of French Farces, structured drama and an obsession with the ‘star system’ – 
the importance of having a ‘name’ (a famous actor or star) in the cast. 
It is little wonder why an audience that were expecting a well-made play with a clear, 
respectable story were so shocked when Pa Ubu entered and shouted ‘Merdre!’

JARRY’S THEATRE

 Jarry turned the theatre upside-down and inside-out. He took reality and 
 placed it into a magician’s top hat. With a wave of his wand and a magic word 
 or two, he produced not a loveable furry white rabbit but the grotesque and 
 foul-mouthed Pere Ubu. People have not been able to look at drama in the 
 same way since. 

William P. Wiles, for Drama for Students, Gale, 2000.

Jarry rebelled, not only against the traditions and conventions of the drama of the day, but 
against absolutely everything. He rejected the world of reality and the world of ideas and 
constructed his own world detailed in his Pataphysics. For example, Jarry’s refusal to use 
‘realistic’ stage props is built on the idea that these artificial trappings prevent the audience 
from seeing its own personal vision of the setting in which the action (or non-action) occurs. 
The raising and lowering of the curtain, then, disrupts the creative relationship between the 
audience and the drama. The elaborate recreation of a room or an outdoor location would be 
the vision of the set designer and not the audience. 

Instead, Jarry used descriptive placards and representational devices (a single actor for a 
parade of soldiers; wicker mannequins for the nobles) to shock his blockhead audience ‘‘so 
that we can tell from their bear-like grunts where they are—and also how they stand.’’
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He wanted responses from the audience. He saw theatre as a provocative art form and was 
delighted when he heard screams and shouts on the opening night of Ubu. Some key features 
include:

• His fascination with the possibilities of theatrical space (the theatrical “spectacle”) 
• He is relatively uninterested in dialogue, story-lines and character development. 
• He draws upon puppet shows and plays performed by marionettes
• He attempts to create a flat or two-dimensional theatre, an ABSTRACT theatre, by his 
 use of stage design e.g. using placards to announce the time and location of the 
 dramatic action and to take the place of scenery and on-stage crowds .

As a result he developed a character created to poke fun at an old school teacher into a 
character that has greatly impacted the theatrical landscape. Ubu is a monster both within the 
context of the play and within theatrical history.

UBU 

• The central character who embodies stupidity, 
 brutality, and ferociousness.
• He is conceived as hideous, grotesque,  
 with a pear-shaped head, practically no hair and 
 an enormous, flabby stomach
• He symbolizes everything that was pushy and 
 obscene about the bourgeoisie
• represents the uncontrolled unconscious forces
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AMBITION

Ubu’s ambition although encouraged by his wife is a driving force throughout the play. Initially, 
just like Macbeth, he has doubts about the plan to over throw the king but Ma Ubu is persistent 
and questions his masculinity and bravery.

PA UBU: Just a minute. I’m Captain of the Guard. Murder Good King Wenceslas? His Maj   
  of Baloney? I’d rather die.
MA UBU: (Aside) Shikt. (Aloud) You want to de Daddy Mouse forever? Poor Daddy Mouse?
PA UBU: Blubberit, stagger me sideways, I’d rather be poor, honest Daddy Mouse than Big  
  Fat Cat that Nicked the Cream.

Once the plan is underway, nothing can get in the way of Pa Ubu’s ambition and he becomes a 
terrifying image of the animal nature of man. His cruelty and ruthlessness is frightening and he 
leaves behind him a wake of destruction. 

CORRUPTION OF THE BOURGEOISIE 

The unfairness of the class system is illustrated throughout. The differences between the 
classes is clear and the greed and corruption shown by the bourgeoisie is reflected explicitly 
by Jarry. The throwing of the coins at Ubu’s coronation results in mob behaviour and death, all 
for money. The irony being that the people are grateful for the gesture of good will be shown 
by the new king but will pay far more back in taxes. Greed breeding more greed is key in Ubu’s 
motivation. If the middle-classes are corrupt that the ruling classes are potentially even more 
corrupt. 

THEMES
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THE ABUSE OF POSITION

The abuse of power in the play a main feature of the action. No one is safe. Ubu uses his 
position as Captain of the Guard to access the King and to kill him, taking the throne. From 
then on alliances cannot be trusted and enemies are all around. The new found status also 
begins to unsettle the bond of husband and wife, resulting in mistrust, infidelity and separation. 
Ubu represents this very type of bourgeois man. Ubu, his wife, Dogpile, and many of the 
Baloney people are driven by self-interest. Treachery and duplicity are the norm, and where 
understanding, justice, fidelity, and compassion are clearly the exceptions. Ubu Roi highlights 
this is disturbing truth. As Barbara Wright has claimed, “it shamelessly displays what civilization 
tries hard to hide, and that is more than lavatory brushes and schoolboy swearwords, it is an 
aspect of truth.”

ABSURDITY

As a philosophical term, absurdity describes the lack of reasonableness and coherence in 
human existence. As a literary term, absurdity seems to have been coined especially for Pa 
Ubu. Throughout the play, Pa Ubu appears to be unaware of what is happening around him. 
Murder, dismemberment, the trampling of a townsperson when Pere Ubu distributes gold—
none of these atrocities faze Ubu. The character of Pa Ubu is absurd in another way: his 
reason for living seems to be to kill everyone; his actions that lead up to these killings can be 
described as ‘‘irrefutably logical.’’ Logic equals killing everyone.

ANTI-HERO 

Pa Ubu is Jarry’s metaphor for the modern man. He is believed by some to be the first antihero 
in theatre. A central character who is fat, ugly, vulgar, gluttonous, grandiose, dishonest, stupid, 
greedy, cruel, cowardly and evil. The character grew out of Jarry’s school boy imagination and 
is rooted in childish behaviour and toilet humour. Ubu conducts himself with no concern for 
consequences. Ubu is focused on his political ambitions but he acts out his most childish rages 
and desires. He has no saving graces and, therefore, is the antithesis of a hero.
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DICTATORSHIP

A dictatorship is a government or a social situation where one person makes all the rules and 
decisions without input from anyone else. Dictatorship implies absolute power where one 
person who takes control. Ubu is the epitome of a dictator. In modern terms we can see how 
his actions can be reflected by many famous dictators throughout history. 

The 2013 production at Trinty, St. David’s used this concept as a central theme. A Punch and 
Judy show was used as prologue out of which Judy morphed into Ma Ubu and Mr. Punch 
morphed into Pa Ubu. Mr. Punch’s violent aggression gave a framework for the production and 
images of modern day dictators and politicians were given Mr. Punch noses, chins and hats to 
reflect the relevance of the play to society since the play first appeared in 1897.
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PA UBU

Ubu starts the play as Captain of the Guard. He is an 
obese, smelly ape of a man, with an enormous belly. 
He carries a walking stick in his right-hand and uses a 
toilet brush as his sceptre. As a grotesque parody of a 
petty official who steals a position of power, he is vulgar, 
gluttonous, untrustworthy, greedy, sadistic, cowardly, 
and stupid. His actions are impulsive, and his speech 
is a mixture of vulgar expressions, oaths, and repetitive 
phrases. 

He kills the royal family in order to gain the throne, plunders their wealth, and steals whatever 
and whenever he desires. When threatened by the king’s surviving son, Ubu runs and hides. 
Throughout all this, he stuffs himself with food and drink and shouts obscenities. 

Jarry uses the perverse behaviours of Pa Ubu—greed, ambition, tyrannical behaviour, absolute 
stupidity—to satirize the middle-class life he hated. 

Unlike characters in more conventional plays, Pa Ubu is free from the restraints of good and 
evil. He experiences his own perversity with a sick joy, a bombastic attitude, and a foul tongue. 
Unsuccessful in defending his kingdom against the Russkies, he escapes to Engelland.

MAIN CHARACTERS 
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MA UBU

Ubu’s wife, a repulsive, unattractive, foulmouthed woman. 
She goads Ubu into assassinating the king and usurping 
the throne. Although just as vicious as Ubu, she knows 
the limits to which power can be wielded and is more 
practical than he in matters of politics. She tries to act 
independently of Ubu in stealing the royal gold, but her 
scheme is thwarted by Prince Billikins.

DOGPILE 

Captain Dogpile is an officer in the army who agrees to assassinate the king. He is a parody 
of the honourable soldier who would rather split the king in half with his sword than poison him. 
Betrayed by Ubu, he joins the Russkies Tsar to wage war on Ubu, who eventually tears him to 
pieces in combat.

GOOD KING WENCESLAS 

King Wenceslas the good king who provides for his subjects. He is, however, rash and 
stubborn and he foolishly ignores the warning of his wife and goes to the Posh Parade without 
sword or armour. There, the army of Pa Ubu, led by Captain Dogpile, kill him. His ghost visits 
his sole surviving son, Prince Billikins, as part of the assembled dead who demand vengeance.

QUEEN ROSAMOND 

Queen Rosamund, the queen of Baloney. She is cautious and wary. She tries to warn her 
husband by telling him of her dream where she saw Ubu kill the king and rule in his place. 
She warns her husband not to attend the Posh Parade. He ignores her and attends. During 
the battle, the queen escapes down the secret stairway with her son, Billkins. She later dies 
of grief in her son’s arms in a cave in the mountains in a scene that parodies a melodramatic 
death scene. 
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PRINCE BILLIKINS

Billikins is the fourteen-year-old son of King Wenceslas and is wise to Ubu’s schemes. He 
escapes from the battle with his mother. After being visited by his dead ancestors, he vows 
to avenge himself on Ubu for causing the death of his family. Fighting with great courage, he 
eventually reclaims the throne. 

TSAR ALEXIS OF ALL THE RUSSKIES

Tsar Alexis, the noble Tsar, will not use treachery to win a victory. He joins forces with Dogpile 
to defeat Ubu. 

GENERAL CUSTARD 

General Custard is a foolish general of the Baloney army. He is more interested in the formality 
of parading than in battle tactics. 
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It is interesting that Ubu is often called and Absurdist play. It does, of course, fall into that 
category but it was performed before the Theatre of the Absurd playwrights had become 
established or recognised. It certainly opened the door for Modernism, Surrealism, Dadaism 
and Absurdism.

What do those mean?

• MODERNISM   
 A style or movement in the arts that aims to move away from classical and traditional 
 forms. Ubu Roi certainly does this as Jarry deliberately destroys the traditional theatrical 
 structure. 

• SURREALISM  
 A movement in art and literature that flourished in the early twentieth century. Surrealism 
 aimed at expressing imaginative dreams and visions free from conscious rational 
 control. In other words, artists could express whatever entered their imaginations and 
 dreams without having to make sense of them. Ubu’s original costume is a perfect 
 example of this. 

• DADAISM
 An art movement based on irrationality and ignoring conventional ideas and cultural 
 beliefs. Jarry certainly ignores rationality in Ubu Roi. 

• ABSURDISM 
 A philosophy based on the belief that the universe is irrational and meaningless and that 
 the search for order brings the individual into conflict with the universe. In other words, 
 human beings exist in a universe that has no order or purpose.

We can apply all of these to Ubu Roi. The play was important in breaking theatrical 
conventions and expressing ideas on stage. The negative reactions against it means that 
the play was successful in moving away from traditional theatre and introducing some very 
controversial ideas.

STYLE 
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A term we would apply to his theatrical style today is simply non-naturalistic.

Jarry called his style something very different – Pataphysics.

This is basically a science that explores imaginary phenomena. A study of things that aren’t real 
e.g. a time machine. It is a concept expressed by Jarry in a mock-scientific manner. We would 
call it a spoof or a parody. He used it as another example of how imagination should not be 
confined by reality. 

This is maybe why Ubu Roi is often dismissed as childish and immature. 

TO CONSIDER

Actor Director Designer

 

• Voice

• Movement

• Interaction on stage

• Combinations of 

   skills e.g. mime, 

   dance, vocal-scape

 

• Mood

• Atmosphere

• Relationships

• Themes

• No need for a 

  through-line

• Creative blocking

 

• Imagination

• Designs not held 

  back by actual 

  locations, character, 

  themes etc.

• Free use of form

• Free use of colour

Imagination is the key and you should actively look at how you can break 

away from traditional theatre form. You do not have to be anchored down by 

conventional rules. How you ACT, DIRECT or DESIGN scenes from Ubu Roi 

is limited only by your imagination.
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SYMBOLISM

There are many examples of symbolism throughout the 
play. A lavatory brush replaces the sceptre and this, 
coupled with the infamous opening line, clearly declares 
Jarry’s intentions. The play is an assault on the audience 
and theatre; of society; of government and politics; of 
religion; of virtually everything! The toilet references and 
imagery in the play reduces any high intellectual thoughts 
and theories to base bodily functions. Kings, politicians, 
religious figures and educationalists are worth no more 
than something you find in the toilet.

Ubu is a symbol of the evil in ourselves, and Jarry wanted to hold a mirror up to the audience 
in which they could recognise their own vices. Jarry wanted the original actor masked to take 
away any humanity from him but the actor refused but the large outsized costume with huge 
belly and coned head remained. 

NON-NATURALISTIC CONTENT AND FORM

Jarry designed his play to subvert the audience’s assumptions and expectations about both 
theatre and humankind. He conceived the play as a funhouse mirror in which the viewer 
would be able to see an exaggerated image of “its ignoble other self.” Not surprisingly, Jarry 
described the theatre going public in Ubu-like terms as

  “a mass—inert, obtuse, and passive—that . . .  
  need to be shaken up from time to time.” 

DRAMATIC DEVICES USED IN UBU ROI 
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Jarry shakes his audience up by giving them a theatre of exaggeration and grotesque images 
rather than the realism of the era’s popular plays and the naturalistic dramas. 
Ubu Roi innovatively suggests:

• tylized naïveté
• expressionistic brutality
• childlike perversity

It has been said that a child could have designed Ubu better. That is the exact effect Jarry 
wanted. The imagery looks like it was created inside a child’s mind where imagination and gut 
instinct are allowed to grow.

SLAPSTICK AND VIOLENCE

Influenced directly by the Punch and Judy tradition, there is much evidence of slapstick in 
the play. Slapstick is a type of physical comedy that goes much further than real life events. 
Clowns throwing pies in each other’s faces is a classic example of slapstick. 

The term comes from a device developed during the broad, physical comedy style of 
Commedia dell’arte in 16th Century Italy. The Slap Stick is merely two thin slats of wood made 
from splitting a single long stick, which makes a ‘slap’ when striking another actor. Little force is 
needed to make a loud, and comical, sound. Actors can hit one another repeatedly with great 
audible effect while causing very little actual physical damage. Along with the inflatable bladder 
(of which the whoopee cushion is a modern version), it was among the earliest special effects. 

The slapstick potential in Ubu Roi is endless. The violence is comical but has dark undertones. 
If it wasn’t presented in such a humorous style, the violence in the play would make it as gory 
as some the 18 rated moves today. The death count alone is frightening but this is disguised 
within the slapstick, clowning and physical style of the play.

Pa Ubu’s treatment of other characters is horrific. His actions range from murder and 
assassination to genocide. Violence is a mean to an end for Pa Ubu and he doesn’t think twice 
in using or sanctioning it. 
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A PUPPET PLAY

Jarry’s most startling and important innovation involves his having conceived the play not 
simply as a funhouse mirror but as a puppet play. Dispensing entirely with the dramatic unities 
of time, place, and action, Jarry chose to let his title character loose, so to speak. The original 
style of performance was made of jerky movements and broken up, robotic speech patterns. 
Jarry wanted the audience to see life size puppets. In Jean-Christophe Averty’s film version 
(1965) we can see definite elements of the original production. A full body suit for Pa Ubu and 
the abstract movement and vocal patterns.

http://bit.ly/1Gr9LM1

CARICATURE

Neither Ubu nor any of the others are “characters” in any traditional sense. They are 
caricatures, abstract and depersonalized, played by actors whom Jarry directed to suppress all 
traces of their own individuality and whom for a time Jarry wanted attached to strings. He very 
much wanted the audience to see them as puppets.

The actors were to appear onstage either wearing masks or as if wearing masks, to speak in 
a distinctive monotone, and to use the simplest and, therefore, according to Jarry, the most 
universal gestures. The characters have no psychological depth whatsoever. The figures 
appear cartoonish in word, deed, and costume. Indeed, the very logic of the play follows that 
of the cartoon and puppet show—a character may die in one scene yet return quite alive in the 
next.

Not surprisingly, Ubu Roi was several times staged by Jarry as a puppet play and was later 
turned into an animated cartoon. Clearly, the frequent and sudden shifts in time and place 
contribute to the play’s cartoonish, anti-illusionistic effect, especially since these shifts are not 
indicated by any change in the set.

http://bit.ly/1Gr9LM1 
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STAGING AND DESIGN 

The design opportunities for Ubu Roi are endless. This is due mainly to the abstract nature of 
the play. Jarry himself did not want his audience to be tied to any specific reading of the play. It 
was intended as an assault on the audience’s preconceptions. 

The play is to be acted out against either a plain backdrop or one painted so as to suggest 
simultaneously a discordancy of scenes: indoors and out, city and country.

In keeping with the play’s essential anti-realism and anti-illusionism, Jarry wanted all scenery 
to be kept to the barest possible minimum and whatever scenery was necessary to be treated 
as props. If a window is needed, for example, one will be brought onstage, used, and then 
removed, all in full view of the audience. As in a puppet show, changes in setting are indicated 
by placards posted onstage. The frequency of these changes contributes to the play’s lack of 
realism and, given the large cast of characters and equally large number of scenes (thirty-three 
in five acts), its surprising continuity. 

This continuity of action, which has been likened to cinematic montage, parallels Jarry’s belief in 
the continuity of all life, including waking and sleeping, reality and hallucination, the rational and 
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the irrational. Jarry used these and other innovative techniques in order to shock his audience 
out of the way they usually perceived the world. He wanted them to see grotesque versions of 
themselves. 

Although some people believe that the riot that occurred on opening night is proof that the 
public failed to understand Ubu Roi, Jarry himself, believed otherwise—the public “resented it 
because they understood it too well.” 

He believed they not only understood it but could see themselves reflected on stage.
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THE SIX DESIGNS FOR PA AND MA UBU BELOW FOCUS ON DIFFERENT 
ELEMENTS OF CHARACTER.
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GENERAL QUESTIONS:

 ● What are the differences between the images?
 ● What are the similarities?
 ● What aspects of character have the designers chosen to focus on?
 ● What do you notice about:

 o Form and shape of the costumes?
 o Colour?
 o Hair and make-up?

QUESTIONS FOR DESIGNING:

 ● What do each of the images say about the production they came from?
 ● What might the set for each of these productions look like?
 ● What lighting plot would complement the costumes?
 ● What sound plots would complement the costumes?

 o Choose a piece of music for each of the images. Why did you select that 
  particular track?

QUESTIONS FOR DIRECTING:

 ● What is the mood the director is trying to create at these specific moments?
 ● Why do you think the director wanted the characters to look like this?
 ● What theme(s) is the director trying to illustrate with these portrayals of Ma & Pa?
 ● What well-known actors would you choose if you were casting Ma & Pa Ubu for a 

 production today?

QUESTIONS FOR ACTING: 

 ● What physicality does each of these interpretations suggest to you?
 ● What vocal characteristics might you use to bring these interpretations to life?
 ● How do these actors need to interact with each other?
 ● The bottom right production (green costumes) has switched the gender roles of the   

 actors. Pa is played by a female actor and Ma by a male. What effect does that have on  
 your interpretation of the play?
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FURTHER DESIGNS
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