THE LESSON

(excerpt)

by Eugene Ionesco

Published by Penguin1962

Translated by Donald Watson

PROFESSOR: warmest congratulations, Mademoiselle. There's no point in going on. You're quite first-rate at addition. Let's try subtraction. Just tell me, that is if you're not too tired, what is left when you take three from four?

PUPIL: Three from four?... Three from four?

PROFESSOR: Yes, that's it. I mean to say, what is four minus three?

PUPIL: That makes... Seven?

PROFESSOR: I'm extremely sorry to have to contradict you, but three from four doesn't make seven. You're muddling it up. Three plus four makes seven, take three away from four and that makes?... It's not a question of adding up, now you have to subtract.

PUPIL [struggling to understand]: Yes ... I see.

PROFESSOR: Three from four, that makes ... How ..... how many?

PUPIL: Four?

PROFESSOR: No, Mademoiselle. That's not the answer.

PUPIL: Three then?

PROFESSOR: That's not right either, Mademoiselle. ... I really do beg your pardon ... It doesn't make ....... I'm terribly sorry

PUPIL: Four minus three ... three away from four .. four minus three? I suppose it wouldn't make ten?

PROFESSOR: Oh, dear me, no, Mademoiselle. But you mustn't rely on guesswork, you must reason it out. Shall we try and solve it together? Would you be so good as to count?

PUPIL: Yes, Sir. One ... two ... three

PROFESSOR: You know how to count all right? You can count up to what number?

PUPIL: I can count up to ... infinity.

PROFESSOR: That's impossible.

PUPIL: Up to sixteen, then.

PROFESSOR: That's quite far enough. We must all recognize our limitations. Go on counting then, if you please.

PUPIL: One ... two ... and then after two comes three four ...

PROFESSOR: Stop there, Mademoiselle. Which number is the greater? Three or four?

PUPIL: Er ... three or four? Which is the greater? The greater number out of three and four? In what way greater?

PROFESSOR: Some numbers are smaller than others. In the greater numbers there are more units than there are in the smaller ones.

PUPIL: Than in the smaller numbers?

PROFESSOR: Unless, of course, the small numbers- are made up of smaller units. If all the units are very small, there may be more units in the small numbers than in the big ones... that is, if they are not the same units.

PUP I L: In that case small numbers can be bigger than big numbers?

PROFESSOR: Yes, well, we won't go into that. That would take us much too far: I just want you to realize that there are other things apart from numbers ... there are sizes, too, and totals, and then there are groups and heaps, heaps of things, like ducks and drakes and cabbages and kings, etc. etc. ... Let us just suppose, to make it easier, that the numbers we're dealing with are all of the same kind, then the greatest numbers will be those that have the most units, assuming all the units are of the same kind too. 

PUPIL: The one that has the most will be the greatest? Now I understand, Sir, you are equating quality with quantity. 

PROFESSOR: That's a little too theoretical, -Mademoiselle, too theoretical. You don't need to worry about that. Let us take an example and think it out in that particular case. Our general conclusions can come later. We have the number four and the number three, each one having a number of  identical units. Which number will be the greater, the smaller number or the greater number?

PUPIL: I'm sorry, Sir ... but what do you mean by the greater number? Is it the one that is less small than the other one?

PROFESSOR: That's it, Mademoiselle. Exactly. You've understood perfectly.

PUPIL: Then it must be four.

PROFESSOR: What is four? Greater or smaller than three?

PUPIL: Smaller....... no, greater.

PROFESSOR: Excellent answer. Now many units are missing between three and four? ... or between four and three, if you'd rather?

PUPIL: There aren't any units, Sir, between three and four. Four comes immediately after three; there is nothing at all between three and four!

PROFESSOR: I can't have made myself understood properly. It's doubtless my own fault. I haven't been clear enough:

PUPIL: Oh, no, Sir. The fault is entirely mine.

PROFESSOR: Listen. Here are three matches. And here is another one. That makes four. Now, watch carefully. There are four of them. I take one away, how many do you have left?


[Neither the matches, nor any of the objects in question are visible: the PROFESSOR will get up from the table, write on an imaginary blackboard with imaginary chalk, etc.]

PUPIL: Five. if three and one make four, four and one make five.

PROFESSOR: No, that's not right, not right at all. You have a constant predilection for adding up. But it is also necessary to subtract. Integration alone is not enough. Disintegration is essential too. That's what life is. And philosophy. That's science, progress, civilization.

PUPIL: Yes, Sir.

PROFESSOR: Let us get back to our matches. I have four of them then. You can see that there are four all right. I take one away, and that leaves me with …

PUPIL: I don't know, Sir.

PROFESSOR: Come now. Think a little. It's not easy, I admit. And yet you're clever enough to make the intellectual effort required and succeed in understanding. Well, then?

PUPIL: I don't seem to, Sir. I really don't know, Sir. 

PROFESSOR: All right, we'll take some simpler examples. if you had two noses and I'd plucked one off, how many would you have left? 

PUPIL: None.

PROFESSOR: What do you mean, none?

PUPIL: Well, it's just because you haven't plucked one off that I've still got one now. If you had plucked it off; it wouldn't be there any more.

PROFESSOR: You didn't quite understand my example. Suppose you had only one ear.

PUPIL: Yes, and then?

PROFESSOR: I stick on another one, how many would you have?

PUPIL: Two.

PROFESSOR: Good. I stick yet another one on. How many would you have?

PUPIL: Three ears.

PROFESSOR: I take one of them away... how many ears do you have left?

PUPIL: Two.

PROFESSOR: Good. I take another one away. How many do you have left?

PUPIL: Two.

PROFESSOR: No. You have two ears. I take away one. I nibble one off. How many do you have left?

PUPIL: Two.

PROFESSOR: I nibble one of them off. One of them....

PUPIL: Two.

PROFESSOR: One.

PUPIL: Two.

PROFESSOR: One!

PUPIL: Two!

PROFESSOR: One!

PUPIL: Two!

PROFESSOR: One! !!

PUPIL: Two! ! 

PROFESSOR: One!

PUPIL: Two!

PROFESSOR: No, no, no. That's not it at all. The example is no.... is not convincing enough. Listen to me.

PUPIL: Yes, Sir.

PROFESSOR: You have...er...you have...er...

PUPIL: Ten fingers!...

PROFESSOR: Good! If you like. Fine! You have ten fingers, then.

PUPIL: Yes, Sir. 

PROFESSOR: How many would you have if you had five of them?

PUPIL: Ten, Sir.

PROFESSOR: No, that's wrong!

PUPIL: But I should, Sir.

PROFESSOR: I tell you you're wrong!

PUPIL: But you've just told me that I have .....

PROFESSOR: And then I told you immediately afterwards that you had five!

PUPIL: But I haven't got five, I've got ten. 

PROFESSOR: Let us proceed in a different way. ... Let us, for the purpose of subtraction, limit ourselves to the numbers one to five. ... A little patience, Mademoiselle, and you'll see. I'm going to help you to understand. [The PROFESSOR begins to write on an imaginary blackboard. He draws it up nearer the PUPIL, who turns round to see it.] Now watch, Made​moiselle ... [He pretends to be drawing on the blackboard: one stick. Then he appears to write underneath tile figure 1; then two sticks, and under them the figure 2. Then still lower down the figure 3, and finally he draws four sticks, under which he writes the figure 4.]


You can see all right?

PUPIL: Yes, Sir.

PROFESSOR: These are all sticks, Mademoiselle, sticks, you understand? This is one stick; then there are two sticks; one, two, three sticks in all; then four sticks, five sticks, and so on. One stick, two sticks, three sticks, four and five sticks, those are numbers. When you count the sticks, each stick is a unit, Mademoiselle ... Repeat what I've just said!

PUPIL: 'A unit, Mademoiselle! Repeat what I've just said!'

PROFESSOR: Either figures, or numbers! One, two, three, four, five, the elements of numeration, Mademoiselle. 

PUPIL [hesitantly]: Yes, Sir. Elements, figures that are sticks; units and numbers …

PROFESSOR: At one and the same time ... that is to say, in point of fact, the whole of arithmetic boils down to that.

PUPIL: Yes, Sir. Very good, Sir. Thank you, Sir.

PROFESSOR: Now then, you can count, if you like, making use of these elements ... add up and subtract ...

PUPIL [trying to fix it in her memory]: The sticks are figures and numbers, units.

PROFESSOR: Hm.... in a manner of speaking. And then what? 

PUPIL: You can subtract two units from three units, but can you subtract two twos from three threes? And two figures from four numbers? And three numbers from one unit?

PROFESSOR: No, Mademoiselle. You cannot.

PUPIL: But why not, Sir?

PROFESSOR: Just because, Mademoiselle.

PUPIL: Because what, Sir? Since they're all the same?

