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Abstract: This study aims to examine how chaos theory operates as a structural and performative
principle in Tom Stoppard’s Arcadia, moving beyond purely thematic interpretations. Situated
within  existing scholarship that highlights paradigms,
metatheatricality, the research identifies a gap in analyses that insufficiently address dramaturgical
form as an embodiment of nonlinear systems. Methodologically, the study employs qualitative
textual and structural analysis, focusing on temporality, iterative dialogue patterns, spatial design,
and epistemological reconstruction within the play’s dual timelines. The findings reveal that
entropy, recursion, and indeterminacy are not merely conceptual references but are embedded in
the play’s architecture, shaping audience perception and knowledge production. The alternation of
historical periods and the repetition of symbolic motifs function as feedback loops that generate
provisional meaning. The study concludes that Arcadia models complex systems through theatrical
form, demonstrating that knowledge, history, and desire operate within an entropic yet patterned
dramatic framework.

scientific Romanticism, and
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1. Introduction

At the beginning of the 20th century, the dark room where certain geometric objects
(the Peano curve, the Koch snowflake, the Sierpinski triangle, ...) considered bothersome,
uncomfortable, and aberrant were piled up began to fill alarmingly. There they remained
almost forgotten until, in 1975, the audacious mathematician Benoit Mandelbrot flung
open the doors of that seemingly gloomy place to show us the immense treasure of unusual
beauty hidden therein. Soon, we discovered that these peculiar objects and geometric
structures emerged as the final result of simple iterative processes that simulate natural
phenomena. Since then, the mathematical community has proudly showcased these
objects and geometric structures in the vast and luxurious hall of strange attractions [1].
These modern mathematical concepts, the basis of chaos theory and fractal geometry, have
crossed the boundary of science and have been incorporated by writers, filmmakers, and
artists into their creations. The play Arcadia (1993) by the British playwright Tom Stoppard
is an excellent example. Tom Stoppard's masterful play, which premiered at the Lyttelton
Theater, Royal National Theater in London on April 13, 1993, takes place entirely in a room
of the great manor house of Sidley Park, in Derbyshire. Two stories are narrated, separated
by 180 years but related to each other [2].

Tom Stoppard, one of the most productive English playwrights of our time, proposes
an epistemological reflection in Arcadia. In its astounding originality, 'Arcadia’, like its
author, deviates from conventional paths and trends, reviving the scientific and critical
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debate that has stirred the intellectual scene since Newton's discoveries through its theme
and structure. With Arcadia, Tom Stoppard invites us to a theoretical assessment of the
20th century in a fresh spirit, without prejudging its positive or negative character. Outside
the ideological straitjacket that polarized the second part of the century until the
1980s, Arcadia opens the blank page of pure form and offers, paradoxically, a salutary
anchorage in the real.

Tom Stoppard’s Arcadia operates simultaneously as scientific drama and
metatheatrical inquiry. Through layered temporality and recursive dialogue, the play
exposes its own constructedness while interrogating systems of knowledge [3].

Reading Arcadia invites us to explore a significant dimension of European literary
and art history. A palimpsestic and reflexive play, Arcadia engages with the theatrical and
literary heritage that Stoppard incorporates into a dramaturgical practice grounded in
rewriting —whether parodic, hermeneutic, or as a tribute to predecessors. It presents a
vision of art based on the recurrence and transformation of past forms and can be
interpreted as a theatrical demonstration of the intertextual understanding of literature
developed by critics such as Kristeva, Barthes, or Riffaterre. However, this intertextuality
becomes intermediality, as visual and textual arts continually echo one another.
Arcadia connects art history and the history of science, aesthetics, and epistemology. Its
intertextual dramaturgy is also an interdiscursivity, weaving into the theatrical dialogue
fragments and forms of philosophical and, above all, scientific discourse. Identifying these
discourses allows us to appreciate the epistemological and poetic effects of these
borrowings, from dialogism to metaphorical appropriation.

Both because of its length and the complexity of the text, Arcadia is a difficult play to
stage, difficult for the audience, and even difficult to read. Many themes converge
in Arcadia, all treated with rigor and depth: the historical context of England and Europe
at the beginning of the 19t century, the literature of Lord Byron, Romanticism, the
landscape gardening of the era, Newtonian determinism reformulated by Laplace, the
second law of thermodynamics, the heat equation, modern chaos theory, the fractal
geometry of Benoit Mandelbrot...Tom Stoppard’s Arcadia explores the intellectual shift
from Newtonian determinism to the indeterminacy of chaos theory, integrating science,
history, and human desire within a complex theatrical framework. By staging events
across 1809, 1812, and the present, Stoppard dramatizes entropy, iteration, and
epistemological uncertainty. Critics such as Curto argue that chaos theory informs both
the play’s content and structure, while Yas, K. A. emphasizes its universal humanism and
scientific paradigm shift [4], [5]. However, much of the scholarship privileges thematic
interpretation over dramaturgical mechanics. This study reconsiders how chaos and
iteration operate as structural and performative principles shaping theatrical meaning.

The play depicts the intellectual shift from Newtonian certainty to the indeterminacy
of chaos theory, combining science, history, and human desire into a complex theatrical
fabric. Stoppard depicts entropy, iteration, and epistemological uncertainty in dramatic
time by juxtaposing 1809, 1812, and the present. Although chaos theory's thematic
presence and the paradigm shift it represents have been persuasively explored in critical
discourse, little attention has been paid to the mechanics of its dramaturgy. This paper will
thus revisit the role of chaos and iteration as structural and performative principles, rather
than just thematic tropes [6].

Arcadia employs its dual timelines, one in the early nineteenth century and the other
in contemporary times, to correlate mathematics with drama. The character Thomasina,
whose insights anticipate chaos theory and fractal geometry, has a contemporary
counterpart in Valentine, who employs iterative models to examine biological data. The
analysis of both characters illustrates the play's employment of multiple timelines, which
examine entropy, unpredictability, and periodicity in nature and human desire. By
undermining linear temporality and highlighting repetition, overlap, and dialogic

Central Asian Journal of Literature, Philosophy, and Culture 2026, 7(2), 357-368. https://cajlpc.centralasianstudies.org/index.php/CAJLPC



359

feedback, Stoppard integrates mathematical concepts into both the dialogue and the
fundamental structure of the play. This paper, “Chaos, Iteration, and Theatrical Structure
in Tom Stoppard’s Arcadia,” examines the significance of iteration and entropy as
structural and epistemological concepts.

2. Materials and Methods

This bibliography covers both research on Stoppard and works that shed light on the
play's hypotexts and cultural surroundings. These are occasionally Stoppard's sources, as
his work was informed by substantial critical reading on the history of gardening, the arts,
and the sciences to represent the transitional period of the early nineteenth century in
England. This period marked a transition not only between classicism and romanticism,
but also between Newtonian physics' conception of the cosmos and the emerging sciences
of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, which would ultimately explain irregularity,
disorder, and unpredictability in natural systems. Arcadia therefore bridges the gap
between art history and the history of science, aesthetics, and philosophy. Arcadia's action
shifts between two times, juxtaposing events between 1809 and 1812 with the house's
inhabitants' modern interpretations of the same events. The 19th-century episodes
chronicle the tutoring of a mathematical genius, the young Thomasina Coverly, by
Septimus Hodge, as well as the amorous intrigues of Sidley Park's residents and guests,
the poets Chater and Byron [7]. Contemporary historians attempt to reconstruct
nineteenth-century occurrences. Hannah examines the history of Sidley Park gardens,
from classicism to romanticism, while Bernard tries to show that Byron killed Chater in a
duel while staying at the home. Valentine Coverly, a descendant of Thomasina, conducts
mathematical research in the subject of chaos theory. From the start, the perspective on the
past is structured by a parallel to mathematical investigation. This analogy is not only
historiographical; it is also historical, because by setting the action at the start of the English
Romantic period, Stoppard emphasizes the link between that era's scientific and artistic
revolutions. He thus superimposes the conflict between classicism and romanticism on the
opposition between traditional mathematics and new findings that call the Newtonian
theory of determinism into question. Entropy, the physical quantity that indicates the
degree of disorder in a system, appears in Arcadia in a variety of forms, from Mr. Noakes'
deceptively disorderly garden to Byron's poem "Darkness,” which Hannah quotes as a
nightmarish image of a planet turned frozen. "The action of bodies in heat" also serves as
a metaphor for the play's sentimental tangle, spanning Lady Croom's flirtations with
Thomasina and Septimus' growing romance. The major motif of Arcadia is the dispersion
of energy, which also serves as the symbolic framework of the climactic tragedy, in which
Thomasina's desire is scattered by fire [7].

The academic literature on Arcadia has consistently emphasized its blend of
scientific paradigms, historical development, and metatheatrical analysis. Vees-Gulani
contends that chaos theory offers a unified framework for the thematic and structural
components of the play, pinpointing "orderly disorder" as the central concept [8]. This
reading is crucial to the integration of mathematics and dramaturgy but tends to
emphasize conceptual analogy over practical realization. On a related note, Melbourn
identifies the play as an "iterated theatrical algorithm," which is to say that it provides a
brilliant analogy between theatrical production and mathematical iteration [9].

By examining the existence of nonlinear temporality and design as an embodiment
of chaos theory, Uchman broadens this structural framework [10]. Although the method
is intriguing for linking dramatic form with scientific discourse, it puts analogy ahead of
theatrical practice. Yas, K. A. claims that the play uses a theatrical approach to illustrate
how scientific perspectives evolve [5]. He places the text in a broad humanist framework
and examines the transition from Newtonian determinism to indeterminacy. This method
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is primarily conceptual. He discusses dichotomies such as order versus disorder and
science. Kwon proposes the idea of "islands of order" amidst the chaos by interpreting
Arcadia through the prisms of sexuality and Romanticism [11]. The method offers
significant insights into themes but neglects the influence of repetition and overlapping
time on a play's meaning. Focusing on metatheater, Rogobete emphasizes the erratic
nature of self-awareness and knowledge [12]. There is limited analysis of the scientific
theories underlying this instability.

These works collectively establish Arcadia as a multifaceted book at the intersection
of science, aesthetics, and historiography. Nonetheless, a comprehensive integrated
paradigm combining chaos theory, iterative dramaturgy, and performance dynamics has
yet to be adequately described. The present academic discourse on Arcadia rigorously
examines chaos theory, Romanticism, and metatheatricality; however, these analyses are
predominantly thematic or figurative, neglecting the operational dynamics of iteration and
entropy as concrete dramaturgical processes in performance. This thesis fills that gap by
combining scientific concepts with dramatic structure, with recursion and entropy serving
as central themes. The goal is to demonstrate how chaos and iteration produce meaning
structurally and performatively within Stoppard's self-referential theatrical framework.

3. Results and Discussion
3.1 Chaos:

Tom Stoppard’s Arcadia dramatizes the convergence of scientific inquiry and human
emotion within a nonlinear theatrical framework. By juxtaposing Enlightenment
rationalism with modern chaos theory, the play interrogates determinism, entropy, and
epistemological uncertainty. While critics highlight the thematic integration of science and
literature, less attention has been given to how iteration and structural recursion operate
theatrically. This study examines how chaos functions not merely as a metaphor but as a
governing dramaturgical principle. Through temporal layering and dialogic repetition,
Arcadia destabilizes historical certainty and foregrounds knowledge as provisional,
dynamic, and theatrically constructed [13].

"

"Chaos mathematics," as Stoppard emphasizes, is precisely to do with the
unpredictability of determinism ": chaos theory studies dynamic systems, and Stoppard

uses it as a prism for the "dynamics" of human behavior.

Both modern experts in business management and postmodern authors of literary
theory have resorted to one aspect or another of chaos. In both fields, expressions such as
"ordered disorder" have proven very useful, popular above all in thesis titles. Fascinating
literary characters, such as Shakespeare's Cleopatra, are considered "strange attractors,"
and so too are the trends in financial market diagrams. For their part, painters and
sculptors have found inspiration both in the images and in the contents of fractal geometry.
I would argue that the most powerful artistic embodiment of these ideas occurs in Arcadia,
a play by Tom Stoppard, premiered in London before Jurassic Park. In it, too, a
mathematician appears who delights in chaos: "The freaky stuff — he asserts — is turning
out to be the mathematics of the natural world." The playwright goes beyond ordered
disorder to address the tension that exists between the formal English garden and a
wilderness; between the classical and the romantic. Stoppard channels the voices that can
be heard in this book. The author perfectly captures the euphoria that the discovery of
chaos provokes in many young people. He sees not only the open door, but also the
landscape that extends beyond it.

In this part, guided by Valentine and his work on computing the pheasant
population on the mansion grounds, we will analyze the iteration of the logistic family
fu(x)=px(1-x). Thus we will arrive at the period-doubling bifurcation cascade,
Feigenbaum's universal constant, and the "butterfly effect." Fermat's Last Theorem is
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highly entertaining dialogue between Thomasina and Septimus will lead us to recall the
fascinating story of the proof of Fermat's famous Last Theorem. We will analyze this result
and its symbolism as an example of classical-Euclidean mathematics in the play. To
understand Hannah's astonishment at the drawing produced by Valentine on the
computer and christened the Coverly Set, we will proceed to iterate the quadratic family
Qc(z)=z*+c in the complex plane (StudySmarter, n.d.). We will show how to draw the Julia
sets and the Mandelbrot-Coverly set, relating them to each other and to the bifurcation
cascade diagram. Finally, we will take a virtual journey through the Mandelbrot set,
delving into its delicate structure through successive enlargements of its dendritic
branches.

Echoing Ilya Prigogine and Isabelle Stengers (35 and passim), Valentine Coverly, the
heir to Sidley Park in 1993, explains that nature also contains chaos: "Nature was classical,
maths was suddenly Picassos [14]. But now nature is having the last laugh. The freaky stuff
is turning out to be the mathematics of the natural world" (45). Nature and mathematics
contradict each other, then reconcile. Which, nature or the human mind, holds the privilege
of disorder? Sidley Park bears the signs of its Romantic metamorphosis: the hermitage, the
thickets, undisciplined nature have replaced classical symmetry. Adulterous passion,
compounded by Thomasina's love for her tutor Septimus, makes the social order reigning
at Sidley Park waver. Anarchy is programmed, like the disorder, savantly constructed, of
a natural space worked upon by the human hand. Valentine Coverly, a passionate
computer scientist, discovers that the law of repetition allows one, certainly, to predict
phenomena, but only up to a certain point: "Distortions. Interference. Real data is messy"
(46). Drawing on the works of Michel Serres, Michel Foucault, and Jean-Frangois Lyotard
concerning the modern world, Frédéric Regard comments: "The code of the real is no
longer the representation of order, for this code now includes chance. It is no longer a
general grammar of intelligibility that subjugates the visible" (Regard 29). Chance has now
become an integral part of the order of things; it introduces a catastrophic component that
Valentine reinscribes within the program of the universe: "We are all doomed? (Casually)
Oh yes, sure—it's called the second law of thermodynamics" (65). Order and disorder
manifest themselves simultaneously.

The entire play then appears as a veritable hymn to the philosophy of possibilities,
even the most unexpected, the most outlandish: it is indeed the defense of Bergson's "time-
invention," made up of ruptures and discontinuities at every spatio-temporal scale, that
asserted with conviction in Arcadia. The essential lesson that the characters draw from the
exposition of the second law of thermodynamics, as well as from the explanation (albeit
approximate and imprecise) of the fractal complexity of the world, generated by dynamic
systems (operating in recursive loops), is that it is always possible to expect something
other than what is presented, good or bad, in the moment to the human subject, and that
the solutions to the great questions posed by humankind since the dawn of time emerge
"with it but without it.” They occur where it was rationally unexpected to expect them, but
without these innovative events being considered as definitive and absolute answers. The
fundamental characteristic of fractal chaos time is that it is a perpetually inaugural time,
reinventing the forms of the present at every instant. This present is irreducible to past
moments, but also incomparable to the moments that will follow it in the near or distant
future. The radical invention of fractal time irrevocably shatters temporal markers based
solely on the deterministic continuity of classical mechanics.

In many respects, Arcadia represents the culmination of Stoppard's fascination with
science, as the two opposing conceptions of scientific inquiry in the play encapsulate the
two successive phases of his relationship with mathematics since the 1960s. Newtonian
physics and its belief in mathematical prediction, represented here by Septimus,
correspond to the rigid rationalism and fascination with formulas that invariably led the
reasoner to his downfall in Stoppard's earlier plays. It falls to Thomasina to highlight the
consequences of this position:

Central Asian Journal of Literature, Philosophy, and Culture 2026, 7(2), 357-368. https://cajlpc.centralasianstudies.org/index.php/CAJLPC



362

Thomasina: If you could stop every atom in its position and direction, and if your
mind could comprehend all the actions thus suspended, then if you were really, really
good at algebra you could write the formula for all the future; and although nobody can
be so clever as to do it, the formula must exist just as if one could.

Thomasina's analogy between cosmic entropy (the movement that leads the cosmos
from order to disorder) and the spiral of strawberry jam in rice pudding is startling, yet
genuine, and astonishingly simple:

Thomasina: When you stir your rice pudding, Septimus, the spoonful of jam spreads
[....] just as before. Do you think this is odd? (4-5)

This unforeseen image aids Thomasina in comprehending entropy (the
quantification of disorder) and the second rule of thermodynamics (an isolated system
invariably progresses towards a more disordered state). It acts inside the binary
framework of wit, putting surprise and potential unpredictability at the heart of an
organized (well-defined) process. Paradox similarly demonstrates that opposing terms are
astounding precisely because of their contradiction, but they are suddenly and
unexpectedly merged.

The originality of Arcadia lies in its use of scientific metaphor on several levels: both
that of the diegesis (the historiographical investigation) and that of the dramatic structure,
thus resulting in a mise en abyme. The act of mathematical plotting (the word is used by
Thomasina in scene 3 in the sense of "drawing a diagram") feeds the plot in the sense of
intrigue, and Stoppard's metaphorical tour de force appears in the polysemy of this word,
which unites mathematics and the narrative arts on the basis of a metaphor derived from
the idea of terrain. The verb " plot” primarily means to delimit a portion of land, and in a
technical sense, to place a point on a map or within a geometric configuration. Its
metaphorical use thus connects cartography, mathematics, and narrative:

The word "plot” first appears to designate a plan or project in the 16th century , and it
is this metaphorical extension of the term that justifies its application to the plan of a poetic
narrative or a premeditated political act. " Plot” becomes entangled in an even more
complex discursive tradition when it comes to translating the Latin word " fabula ," which
is itself supposed to render the Greek words " logos” and "muthos”.

In Arcadia, wit is presented in a familiar manner, yet it surprises us due to its
unforeseen substance. Similar to Chaos theory's depiction of complexity inside a system,
Stoppard illustrates how wit introduces chaos into order and how intricacies can arise
within a defined system. Stoppard's humor exemplifies deterministic chaos brilliantly. The
unconscious, accountable for the meaningful selection of images, restores determination.
The concluding dance in scene 7 intertwines two temporalities, creating disorder within a
planned framework, exemplified by the waltzed stichomythia between actors from
disparate temporalities; hence, wit epitomizes the concept of order within chaos or chaos
within order. This serves as Stoppard's ultimate twist, functioning as a metaphor for Chaos
theory as presented in the play, which is in turn employed as “a potent metaphor for
human behavior.”

3.2 Iteration:

With Arcadia, a polished play that both irritates and fascinates, realistic illusion is
challenged from the outset. A masterpiece of artificiality, Arcadia imposes its fictional
mode and makes its constructive mechanism visible. Faithful to Oscar Wilde, whom he
pastiched in 1974 in Travesties, Stoppard repeats the gesture in 1993 with Arcadia. He once
again borrows the form of the comedy of manners, this time coupled with a detective
mystery constructed around a fictional biography of Byron. According to Arcadia, Byron
left England after killing the poet Ezra Chater in a duel —the outraged husband of his
mistress. A century later, academic researchers discover the truth: this poet was actually a
botanist, who died in Martinique from a monkey bite (Stoppard 89). Such is the whimsical
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plot of Arcadia, which, notwithstanding its title, has nothing of a utopia about it, but rather
all the artifices of a fable that itself displays its artificiality through the choice of a well-
known literary figure.

An Iterative Algorithm [15]:

The play is also a sophisticated intellectual game. Arcadia is an iterative algorithm,
like those Thomasina and Valentin play with. By adding a detail each time, in the
reconstruction of the past they have undertaken, the 20th-century characters illustrate the
calculations that Thomasina and Valentin engage in to understand the universe and its
laws. Thus, from scene to scene, we arrive at the reconstruction of what happened long
ago at Sidley Park. The 20th-century characters proceed in the same way as Thomasina:
"[They] put the solution back into play in the equation."

"The unpredictable and the predetermined combine to create things as they are," says
one character. Arcadia is also a discourse on the progress and progression of science. What
is the problem Valentin faces with his research on grouse? Too many small causes can lead
to large differences. He is grappling with a chaotic phenomenon. And this physics of
disorder wasn't possible without new mathematical tools (Thomasina) and new
technology (Valentin). And what is Thomasina looking for? The formula for the future and
that of the universe hidden behind universal disorder. Convinced they exist, she searches
while questioning Newton's theories and wondering about human freedom.

This notion of order and disorder in the universe, illustrated in the play by the
opposition between scientific movements, is also illustrated by that between Classicism
and Romanticism, which finds its concretization in the destruction of Lady Gray's antique
garden by Noakes, the gardener, and is taken up throughout the play by the opposition
between thought, order, reason, intelligence on the one hand, and feeling, disorder,
passion, emotion on the other.

The play is so rich that one could also show how it expounds, among other things,
the laws of entropy and thermodynamics, with joy and good humour, with "respect for
knowledge and the exaltation of learning." We know that Stoppard "likes to interweave
several stories within each other, prompting us to reflect on the nature of theatre, and to
draw parallels between certain philosophical questions and reality." That he created a
character like Thomasina Coverly is not historically extravagant: that he uses her as an
opportunity to reflect anew on free will and determinism, that he proposes a reflection on
science, is not surprising either if one refers to his other works. That he does so with joy
(and melancholy) is also not surprising: "A good example of madness is worth an hour of
your lessons," says Lady Gray to Septimus.

This is to say, all too briefly, with what respect the play and the characters should
have been approached and treated. Great humility, knowledge of all kinds, long reflection,
great know-how, and much finesse and humour were needed to stage it.

3.3 Theatrical Structure:

Stoppardian theatre is an autotelic theatre that contemplates itself as literary and
establishes a specular relationship with its own operating principles. In Arcadia, Stoppard
constantly reminds us that phenomena exist only insofar as they are mediated by words.
Bearing the theatrical metaphor, for in theatre "to say is to do" (see the work of pragmatists
and, more particularly, Austin), Arcadia reactivates the debate on nature and culture.
Everything within it is significant. Everything is pure form; nothing escapes discourse. Yet,
the apparent discursive futility of the play is itself merely an illusion.

Stoppard has been writing for the theatre since the 1960s: his first
success, Rosencrantz and Guildenstern Are Dead, was performed in 1966 at the Edinburgh
Festival, then in 1967 at the National Theatre [16]. A large part of the bibliography on
Stoppard is therefore prior to the premiere of Arcadia at the National Theatre in 1993.
However, his writing has evolved considerably, and Arcadia is generally situated within a

Central Asian Journal of Literature, Philosophy, and Culture 2026, 7(2), 357-368. https://cajlpc.centralasianstudies.org/index.php/CAJLPC



364

second period of his career. Criticism often contrasts the "Stoppard of the mind" from the
60s and 70s with the "Stoppard of the heart" that supposedly emerged starting with The
Real Thing in 1982. The plays from the first period are constructed on parodic and semiotic
games, and unapologetically present themselves as intellectual theatre where the function
of the character is to express ideas: Travesties is the most famous example of this
combination of theatre of ideas and playful rewriting and language. The second period
sees Stoppard working with more realistic dialogue and giving more space to character
psychology and emotion, as well as to social and political contexts that appeared less in
his early plays. Arcadia combines characteristics of both periods: its sentimental plot and
the attention paid to the "temperament" of its characters link it to the second, but its
intertextuality and meta-artistic dimension connect it to the first era, notably to Travesties.
In Travesties, Stoppard rewrote Oscar Wilde's The Importance of Being Earnest; in Arcadia,
one can no longer identify a single main source for the rewriting, but Wilde's influence is
felt throughout the play's spirit and dialogue. It would indeed seem that life continues to
imitate art far more than art imitates life.

Great caution is therefore required regarding the categorizations proposed at the
beginning of Stoppard's career: the label of "theatre of the absurd," or the often better-
argued one of "post-absurdist” theatre. It is certain that Stoppard follows in the wake of
the absurd and of Samuel Beckett, to whom he sometimes pays open homage. His love of
form and of logical constructions and deconstructions clearly bears the mark of this
admiration, even if he works more with the profusion and surfeit of meaning than with its
impoverishment. But if the characters in his early plays are confronted with great
epistemological instability and the lack of answers to their questions, Arcadia belongs to
another phase of his writing where answers are provided, notably by the sciences. The
question of this writing's relationship to the absurd and to postmodernism is therefore
open and complex. It remains to be explored, and requires the reader to contextualize
studies prior to Arcadiaas well as the author's statements. Stoppard is extremely
"quotable": he peppers his interviews with striking phrases that wonderfully encapsulate
the dramaturgical questions raised by his theatre, but here too one must consider the
context of these phrases, as the most quoted ones date from the 70s and 80s and do not
necessarily apply as they are to Arcadia.

Arcadia is a text that consecrates the Stoppardian questioning of the notion of the
subject. The postmodernity of the play is indeed read in the disavowal of the subject, whole
and monolithic, in the form of a sarcastic transformation of the patronymic. Because the
name traditionally gives the character his legitimacy, onomastic manipulations most often
fulfill a symbolic function. The initial withholding of Bernard's identity, at his own request,
gives rise not to concealment but to a disguise of his name:

CHLOE Should I give you another name, just for the moment?
BERNARD Yes, why not?
CHLOE Perhaps another bird, you're not really a Nightingale. (p. 17)

The desacralization of the name is inseparable from that of the character who bears
it. By choosing to call him Peacock, Stoppard refers to the novelist Thomas Love Peacock,
a contemporary of Byron and the events of 1809 staged in Arcadia. Hannah's ironically
flattering periphrasis—"There's an account of my hermit in a letter by your illustrious
namesake" (p. 25) —does not make one forget that Bernard is but a pale copy of his model.
He inherits a literary referent, but his homonym does not occupy a prestigious space in the
History of literature, everything happening as if this adopted name were cumbersome, as
if dispossessing a character of his name condemned him.

The Generic Approach:

This approach considers Arcadia's relationship to various theatrical and literary
genres. The comic genre is addressed through the lens of parody in Katherine E. Kelly's
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study of Stoppard's theatre [17], very insightful although preceding Arcadia: the parodic
relationship allows us to take into account the diverse literary genres recycled by Stoppard,
which are not only theatrical and include, for example, subcategories of detective fiction
such as the murder mystery or the whodunnit. The comic heritage is also that of the
comedy of manners, which Stoppard approaches through Sheridan and especially through
Oscar Wilde's theatre (see Stoppard's interviews and Valérie Francoite-Chabin's
comparative study of Travesties and Arcadia). Finally, the connection to Beckett and the
theatre of the absurd is extensively discussed in articles from the 70s and 80s (see notably
those by Hersh Zeifman on Stoppard's post-absurdism). It should be noted that criticism
sometimes refuses to categorize Arcadia as a comedy and also emphasizes its affinities with
the tragic.

The generic angle also involves Arcadia's belonging to a theatre of ideas and its
relationship to the model of G. B. Shaw: reference should be made here to the studies by
Christopher Innes, particularly the chapter on Stoppard in his standard work, Modern
British Drama, as well as to Enoch Brater's article in the Cambridge Companion. Finally, note
that in the research field of "science and literature studies," Arcadiais considered a
precursor and a model for the trend of "science plays,” theatrical works inspired by
scientific theory and the history of science [18].

The Intertextual and Interartistic Approach:

This approach extends the previous one by examining Stoppard's assimilation of
literary texts and pictorial representations. The Romantic intertext of the play is addressed
in most studies (see notably John Fleming, Guy Stern, and Werner Huver on the figure of
Byron) [19]. Arcadia’s inscription in the literary tradition of pastoral is both verbal and
visual: it includes the romances of Sidney and Shakespeare, but also the paintings of
Poussin and the English gardens designed by the architect Capability Brown (for a
comparison with The Winter’s Tale, see John Bull; a developed analysis of the relationship
to Milton and Shakespeare can also be found in Sternlieb and Selleck). The play's dialogue
with art and garden history thus raises metatheatrical questions linked to the relationship
between the verbal and the visual on stage, and to the practice of ekphrasis (see Anja
Miiller-Muth on ekphrasis, in a special issue of Word & Image devoted to this question, and
Hanna Scolnicov on the play's relationship to representations of Arcadia in painting and
garden architecture). To find Stoppard's visual sources, see The Genius of the Place (edited
by Dixon and Willis) and Humphry Repton's "Red Books," available online.

The Epistemological Approach:

The play is often cited as a model for reuniting the "two cultures" of sciences and
humanities. The relationships between science and literature have been the subject of
numerous studies over the last thirty years: these are more or less rigorous in their
approach, functioning either by identifying affinities (see William Demastes on "chaos
theatre" and its affinities with post-absurdism), or through more systematic analyses of
influences and the absorption of scientific ideas [20].

Semiotic and Hermeneutic Approaches:

Semiotic readings of Stoppard rely more on close readings and the analysis of
language games, which play a central role in his dialogues. This approach is essential
for Arcadia because this play consistently raises the question of the world's readability, of
its translation into literary and scientific languages. See Keir Elam on the influence of
Wittgenstein, Magritte, and Lewis Carroll on Stoppard; Hersh Zeifman on wordplay; and
Vanden Heuvel on elements of comparison with Derridean différance [21], [22]. Sternlieb
and Selleck propose an original approach to dialogue based on the notion of conversation.

Arcadia does not borrow the fictional scenario of its model, but it does not repudiate
any of the dramaturgical postulates that presided, nineteen years earlier, over the writing
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of Travesties. It exacerbates what was latent in Travesties to offer us a more mature and even
more accomplished form of Stoppardian postmodernity.

Stoppard is not content with jostling History; he engages in a more general
desacralization of dogmas. The contours of the characters testify just as effectively to
Stoppardian writing. Mediator of discourse and support of dramatic action, the character
is of course the pillar of theatrical construction, such that the transformations he undergoes
are always metonymic of the dramaturgical principles implemented by the author. One
cannot therefore fail to be interested in the relationship between Stoppard's aesthetic
presuppositions and the conditions that govern the shaping of his characters.

The playwright also endeavors, finally, to denounce all forms of tyranny of language.
For if it is pure poetic potentiality, it can also be dictatorship and didacticism. Idioms of all
kinds are rejected in Arcadia. The satirical examination of the university institution, for
example, passes through a parody of the jargon that is its linguistic trademark. Academic
lexicon is abundantly borrowed in the play; colloquia and congresses find a caricatural
occurrence in the ironic reference to the seminar on literary statistics at the University of
Sussex. Stoppard stigmatizes the artificiality of jargoning formulations of all kinds. The
parody of the lecture in the second act, when Bernard reads his paper on Byron, is an
example of this caricature of oratory art: "I will be taking questions at the end. Constructive
comments will be welcome" (p. 55). The author mocks the excessive use of the phatic
function of language by the professor. Bernard's hollow rhetoric is indeed largely due to
the parasitism of his discourse by this type of instruction, which gives grist to Hannah's
derision when she criticizes oratorical emphasis: "It's only performance art, you know.
Rhetoric. They used to teach it in ancient times" (p. 65). But Arcadia also suggests the
example of the tyranny of mathematical discourse and condemns the process by which
mathematical terminology is abusively superimposed on reality: "Mountains are not
pyramids and trees are not cones" (p. 84).

Artificiality is pivotal in Arcadia, where, as Oscar Wilde articulated, life emulates art
to a greater extent than art emulates existence. The play frequently exhibits self-aware
artificiality in its portrayals of the English garden, as well as in some of Tom Stoppard's
comments regarding his characters and his writing:

“... most of my characters appear to have been brought up in the same house, have
gone to the same school, and have lived together for years before they were released into
my plays, so they all have each other’s speech rhythms and vocabularies. The whole thing
is an artifice”.

According to Susan Blattes, Arcadia allows for "the coexistence of past and present
on stage, albeit with some degree of separation."" Stoppard's Arcadia attempts for
synchronicity by breaking down character dichotomies, revealing that the hermit and
Septimus Hodge are the same person, and that the obscure botanist is also Ezra Chater, the
uninspired poet. Modern-day characters clothed in period costumes attain dramatic
synchrony. Stoppard's stage directions recommend that the audience briefly consider
whether the character on stage is Gus or Augustus.

The play Arcadia is approached through a series of dramaturgical questions. John
Fleming presents its major thematic threads and their arrangement within the theatrical
fabric, questioning their intended echo with chaos mathematics. The temporal complexity
of Arcadia is analyzed by Séverine Ruset as a "plotting of time," both a dramatic structure
allowing the spectator to be involved and an invitation to reflect on the irreversible. In this
back-and-forth movement of the action between past and present, Eloise Yevrieres
examines the central role of objects: if they weave meaningful networks of
correspondences, might they not also be read as "uncertain witnesses," which encourage
Bernard in his erroneous interpretation?

In studying the epistemological implications of the play, Daniel Jernigan takes a
closer look at the questions raised by error. Is uncertainty, as chaos theory suggests, at the
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