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The degree to which any of us can fulfill the Delphic Oracle’s com-
mand is limited, and this boundary to self-knowledge is signaled in 
the oracle’s rarely cited second imperative, “Not too much!” But the 
work we create and give to the world is perhaps a testament to our 
(un)knowability. We live, or so we believe, through other things and 
on stage, through the lives of alien personages. In his plays, Gian Di-
Donna presents a body of characters that, perhaps, are masks of him 
and masks of his alien personages, revelations of that which cannot 
otherwise be revealed. In meditation, as we surrender to silence, what 
eludes us flickers forth without reserve from the projector of the un-
conscious, an unceasing stream of incandescent images where the 
primal world of the pictorial trumps the conceptual. What though is 
manifested remains enigmatic. Are the multitudinous masks of Nie-
tzsche, Kierkegaard, and Pessoa not signs that they are even more 
unknowable, signs of the high degree their wisdom reached in know-
ing that the self is ultimately inexplicable? An unceasing multiplicity 
that must be given figuration in a multitude of persona? The mask of 
Dionysus reveals and conceals each of us; as we delude ourselves in 
thinking that we reveal something as we annul the veils, we are even 
more obscured. The veils remain, an infinite fold, where layers and 
layers and layers reveal nothing more and more nothing. Welcome to 
the spectacle. 

Unknown outside his native New York, DiDonna has been 
writing plays and working with various independent theater compa-
nies, several of whom produced his work on the fringes and outskirts 
of the commercial theater district here in Gotham. Of recent, he has 
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been working with LAByrinth Theater Company in New York City. 
His play A Sinister Man was featured in their 2007 Barn Series, a host 
of staged readings held at New York City’s Public Theater. In 2004, his 
urban drama The Night Trombone was featured in the same series, 
which included Jose Rivera’s play about Che Guevara, School of the 
Americas. DiDonna’s first play, Bento, is a complex epic drama that 
concerns the life of Baruch Spinoza. It was a finalist at the 1999 Last 
Frontier New Play Lab Competition, which was sponsored by Edward 
Albee, but has never been produced. Later, DiDonna reconfigured 
Bento as The New Jerusalem after the publication of new biographies 
on Spinoza refuted much of the old facts. Written prior to David Ives’ 
similarly named play, in its second incarnation DiDonna’s The New 
Jerusalem is more centrally focused on the relationship between Spi-
noza and Juan Prado. From his very first play then, DiDonna estab-
lishes a concern not only with philosophical themes, but with philo-
sophical figures themselves, or with philosophers as characters on the 
stage of history, their philosophies in combat with existing ideologies, 
seeking to become guiding political forces.  

In Renati the King, the play we have before us now, DiDonna 
explores the final hours of René Descartes, who, while situated in the 
bowels of a docked military frigate in the dead of winter, is awaiting 
an appointment with Cristina, the child Queen of Sweden. Accompa-
nied by the robot he constructed to replace his deceased daughter, 
and haunted by Helene, his daughter’s mother and now prostitute, 
Descartes frequently meditates inside an iron cauldron, driven by an 
insurmountable task: If he is able to produce on behalf of the Queen a 
cure for melancholy, he will serve as her tutor and be appointed the 
court philosopher of Sweden. In the play, Descartes’ philosophy has 
been made corporeal, enacted in every gesture of the philosopher, 
figured in the staging and action of the play, yet Descartes simultane-
ously abnegates that corporeality, despite his grand aspirations. Flesh 
has been given, not taken away, but Renati the King, as Descartes 
crowns himself, will refute flesh in honor of mind and construct a 
temple of reason that the world is to worship. 
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For Descartes, the mind was the stage of stages, a stage out of 
which the entire world erupted. Reality does not exist, but is some-
thing that must be constructed, something that can only be corrobo-
rated by intra-psychic ideas. There are no Platonic forms, only the 
concretized effluvia of our minds. As God supposedly created the 
world, Renati creates a world around him out of his psyche, though he 
isn’t necessarily cognizant of his delusion, and we don’t necessarily 
know what in the play is real. Hence DiDonna dramatizes the very 
Cartesian question regarding reality. The stage to which Descartes 
aspires in Renati the King though is the grandest of all, and it is and is 
not an illusion. It is the stage of history itself. At one moment in the 
play, after suffering stark privations for some time, Renati asks the 
soon to be ambassador to the Queen to sequester clothes for him from 
the costume house of her theater. The philosopher is thus not only a 
character in the play, but dons the raiments of the theater, too, and 
this is fitting with the performative nature of his gestures. And as life 
is an essentially theatrical event, the theater itself functions as a lit-
eral place within the play, and Renati, if there is to be a coronation, is 
not to be crowned at the palace in Goeteberg, but in its theater. Re-
fracted from the world stage, though still within its confines, this his-
torical event becomes an exacerbated performance, and the reality of 
the play is as histrionic as history, a spectacle whose implications cut 
into the very threads of our lives. 

To situate Renati the King in its proper lineage, one must first 
think of Aristophanes’ The Clouds, wherein Socrates, the first philos-
opher to be made into a theatrical personage, is transformed into a 
dangerous buffoon. In The Clouds, it is not the poet who is dangerous, 
but the philosopher; it is not the poet who is a dreamer, but the phi-
losopher who is lost in cloud cuckoo land, hovering in his basket, mys-
tifying the world with abstract and abstruse theories. In usurping his 
primary dramatic philosophical character, Aristophanes turns Plato 
on his head, thereby commandeering the stage of history, and it is the 
poet who protects the citizens of the polis. DiDonna doesn’t neces-
sarily supplant or undermine philosophy as did Aristophanes, but 
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stages it. If Descartes is mutated into something of a buffoon, he re-
mains patently serious; a kind of mad scientist possessed by megal-
opsychia, but this greatness of soul swiftly exceeds its bounds. Renati 
the King is a tragi-comic spectacle, a theater of ritual and science 
where hybris is more dangerous than cyanide. It is a movement into 
the darkness. The dog heads that crown the stage like muted savage 
hieroglyphs are symbolic of the horror that consumes Renati.  

If Hölderlin’s The Death of Empedocles is part of this lineage, 
too, the closest equivalent to DiDonna’s Renati is Richard Foreman’s 
Bad Boy Nietzsche. Although not as zany as Foreman’s play, nor as lib-
eral with form and subversive of dramatic conceit, DiDonna’s drama-
tization of a philosopher’s catastrophic end is also satiric, a phantas-
magoric tragi-comedy that veers into the dizzying mania of absurdity. 
Yet, while absurd, it is still rife with pathos, something Foreman de-
liberately refuses, or continuously short-circuits. Although more con-
ventional, its amalgam of comedy, absurdity, and pathos is a mark of 
the play’s merit, and a testament of its artistic value. It does not col-
lapse into the bathetic, but expresses with true power and feeling the 
heightened reality of Descartes’ exalted moments. In its expression of 
his baseness, it is honest and unyielding and refuses to idealize its 
subject or treat it as sacrosanct. Renati the King is the work of a 
vaunted imagination tracing the arc of its own thought. The play is 
both kaleidoscopic and hallucinatory, and in its imaginative trans-
formation of such exacting material, DiDonna displays sensitivity, 
depth, and intelligence. This is daring theatrical work that stands 
against the fashions of its time. 

Since Plato, philosophers have been interested in or concerned 
with theater and its effect on the members of the polis. Socrates, or as 
we know him as a dramatic personage in Plato and Xenophon, found 
the poet a dangerous figure who had to be subdued. It was less though 
that theater was to be banished from the polis and more that it was to 
be co-opted and transfigured by the philosopher. In the nineteenth 
century, philosophy became, in large part, increasingly ‘theatrical’; it 
employed not only the language of theater in its discourse, but theat-
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rical modes of presentation. If few philosophers are as daring as Plato 
— who in our midst is as unconventional and as iconoclastic, who as 
free in their use of form —, Nietzsche and Kierkegaard are undoubt-
edly the two most prominent ‘dramatic’ or poetic philosophers. The 
multitudinous styles and the use of monologues or theatrical situa-
tions that Nietzsche employs to express his ideas — most famously 
with his dramatization of the death of God, Zarathustra, and his earli-
er dialogue The Wanderer and His Shadow — reveal the degree to 
which Nietzsche’s philosophy is informed by drama, especially with 
its sense of spectacle, though for Nietzsche there is no catharsis but 
contagion. The title of Peter Sloterdijk’s Thinker on Stage aptly ren-
ders this predominant aspect of Nietzsche’s thought. With Kierke-
gaard’s complex and artful employment of pseudonyms — there are 
over 10 — what is revealed is an even richer and more adroit stylistic 
conception than Nietzsche’s. His use of theatrical modes is as galva-
nizing as it is innovative, a deployment of the unceasing multiplicity 
within us that demands figuration. And the virtual explosion of ‘the-
atrical philosophy’ that occurs in the twentieth century, with its ap-
propriation and enactment of drama, event, mask, and performance 
is born of the wombs of Nietzsche and Kierkegaard. The distance be-
tween drama and philosophy thus significantly diminished, and it has 
in part continued to. Sophocles is now as much an exemplary philo-
sophic figure as Empedocles, and it is Mt. Etna more than Athens 
that, fittingly so, is more the birthplace of philosophy. For is not he of 
Agrigento more our philosophical father than Socrates? Increasingly, 
philosophers became dramatists of sorts and dramatists, from Ibsen 
to Strindberg, Durrenmatt, Genet and Beckett, became philosophers 
of a kind, or wrote work concerned with philosophical problems or 
themes. Although little known in America and England, in her plays 
on Heraclitus, Nikinsky, and Andrei Roublev, Maura Del Serra’s con-
cern with fundamental philosophical problems and themes situates 
her in this lineage as well.  

If DiDonna is not equal to these prodigies, he is of their mi-
lieu, in the surrounding circumference. Renati the King is thus part of 
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a long tradition. It is a theater of ritual, science, and philosophy. God 
is erased, and in his place, the image of the philosopher is erected. 
The philosopher however dies not on a cross to save man from guilt, 
but ventures into the abyss, veering towards madness, a crescent 
breaking an edge, and presents humanity with truths difficult to re-
fute. But truth is painful, and it can be so terrifying that we fear it as 
much as we desire it. As Tiresias says, “How terrible — to see the 
truth when the truth is only pain to him who sees!” The philosopher is 
the antithesis of the savior though. He is our hardest taskmaster. He 
refuses us all comforts and instead compels us to strive to overcome 
delusions, such as the belief in God. The philosopher doesn’t blind 
with his light like God; his luminosity is not the scintillating luminosi-
ty of the saint, which mystifies and transfixes. It is the illuminating 
light of a real seer. Yet, that light is so unbearable, in its clarity, it too 
can destroy. Descartes though, or Renati the King, does not seek 
merely to supplant religion with reason but to himself stand as the 
new truth. It is anthropos refusing and simultaneously reinscribing 
anthropos. It is the human subject gone mad; hybris to the nth power, 
multiplied in delirium. In such an instance, Nietzsche’s invocation 
that man must perish could not be more vital. The human must be 
overcome; man, as he said, must think cosmically, not anthropo-
morphically. It is only when such a dawn comes that we may have at 
last surmounted the madness of being human, all too human, of a co-
gito gone berserk. In Renati the King, we have a philosopher at the 
apex of his madness; we have a philosopher obsessed with reason but, 
paradoxically, incapable of exercising such when it is most necessary. 
This is the moment of intellectual fever pitch; it is the dissolution of 
the equation and the collapse of logic, for thought is trumped by the 
impulse for eminence, and the animal in man begins barking, no 
longer measured enough to govern the power that yielded such pro-
found insights. 

The first act of Renati the King was originally published in the 
Nietzsche Circle’s online journal, Hyperion: On the Future of Aesthet-
ics. Now, EyeCorner Press presents the work in its entirety for the 
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very first time. It is an untimely play that is particularly audacious for 
exploring subject matter of little interest to the predominantly con-
sumerist world that is theater today, where issues and topical plays 
rule the roost, even in cosmopolitan New York. Gotham has largely 
lost its autochthonous qualities though and, simultaneously, the 
avant-garde, if one can even say there is an authentic avant-garde, has 
become more and more pornographic, and it is the cheap, messy spec-
tacle that dominates, for, as radical as they presume to be, even the 
denizens of the downtown theater scene just want to be entertained. 
Relevance is of no concern to the real writer though, but vision, imag-
ination, the play of thought. DiDonna’s work brooks no compromises, 
intellectual, or otherwise, and in that is especially principled, for it 
almost courts silence. Integrity however is greater than fame. On to 
the coronation of the king . . . 

 


