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examining how temporal structures influence narrative and character 

development, this study elucidates how Enlightenment playwrights 

employed temporality to enhance thematic expression and engage 

audiences. Through an extensive literature review, analysis of key 

dramatic works, and methodological examination, this research 

underscores the complex relationship between temporality and artistic 

representation during this crucial period in literary history. 
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Introduction 

The Enlightenment era, characterized by its focus on reason, individualism, and critical 

reassessment of traditional institutions, produced a substantial body of dramatic literature that 

continues to intrigue scholars. One of the most compelling aspects of Enlightenment drama is 

the nuanced use of temporality to shape narrative and deepen artistic interpretation. This study 

aims to investigate how temporal structures within these works influence their thematic and 

emotional resonance, providing new insights into the creative strategies employed by 

Enlightenment playwrights. 

 

Literature Review:  

The concept of temporality in literature, particularly within dramatic works, has been 

extensively analyzed across various periods. However, the specific investigation of temporality 

in Enlightenment drama reveals unique aspects of narrative manipulation and audience 

perception. Scholars such as Peter Brooks (1984) and Paul Ricoeur (1980) have emphasized 

the significance of temporality in narrative theory, highlighting its role in generating suspense 

and shaping the reader's or viewer's experience. In the context of Enlightenment drama, critics 

like Frederick Garber (1963) and Anthony J. Cascardi (1989) have explored how playwrights 

used temporal shifts to critique societal norms and delve into philosophical ideas. Despite these 

contributions, there remains a gap in the literature regarding the precise mechanisms by which 

temporality operates within Enlightenment drama to enhance artistic interpretation. This study 

seeks to address this gap by providing a detailed analysis of selected plays from this period, 

focusing on how temporality contributes to narrative complexity and thematic depth. 
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The Enlightenment era, spanning the late 17th and 18th centuries, marked a significant 

transformation in European intellectual, artistic, and literary landscapes. Characterized by a 

surge in intellectual inquiry and the valorization of reason, this period had a profound impact 

on dramatic literature. Central to the analysis of Enlightenment drama is the concept of 

temporality and its role in artistic interpretation. Temporality, involving the manipulation of 

time within narratives, serves as a crucial mechanism through which playwrights convey 

thematic depth and engage their audiences. 

The theoretical foundations of temporality in literature have been extensively examined by 

scholars such as Paul Ricoeur and Peter Brooks. Ricoeur's seminal work, "Time and Narrative" 

(1980), emphasizes the essential role of time in shaping narrative structure and meaning. He 

posits that the configuration of time within a narrative is integral to the creation of the plot and 

the unfolding of events, which in turn shapes the reader's or viewer's experience. Similarly, 

Brooks, in "Reading for the Plot" (1984), highlights the suspense and anticipation generated 

through temporal manipulation, asserting that the dynamics of time are crucial to the narrative 

drive and the ultimate resolution of stories. 

Enlightenment drama, with its distinctive intellectual and cultural context, provides a unique 

arena for examining the interplay between temporality and artistic interpretation. Playwrights 

of this era, including Voltaire, Gotthold Ephraim Lessing, and Pierre Beaumarchais, employed 

temporal structures innovatively to critique societal norms and explore philosophical ideas. 

Voltaire's dramatic works, particularly "Candide" (1759), exemplify the use of anachronisms 

and temporal juxtapositions to enhance satirical impact. Voltaire's manipulation of time serves 

to contrast idealism with harsh reality, thereby intensifying the thematic critique of optimism 

and exposing the absurdities of contemporary society. Critics such as Frederick Garber (1963) 

have noted that Voltaire's temporal strategies are not merely ornamental but central to the 

dramatic and philosophical thrust of his works. 

Lessing's "Nathan the Wise" (1779) is another quintessential example of the sophisticated use 

of temporality in Enlightenment drama. Lessing employs temporal shifts to underscore the 

timeless nature of themes such as tolerance, humanism, and religious coexistence. Anthony J. 

Cascardi (1989) highlights how Lessing's manipulation of time serves to elevate the play's 

moral and philosophical dimensions, inviting the audience to reflect on enduring ethical 

questions. 

Beaumarchais's "The Marriage of Figaro" (1784) demonstrates the dynamic use of rapid 

temporal progression to mirror the social upheaval and chaotic changes of the period. The play's 

temporal structure, with its swift transitions and overlapping timelines, reflects the 

revolutionary spirit of the Enlightenment and enhances the comedic and critical aspects of the 

narrative. Scholars have observed that Beaumarchais's temporal techniques contribute to the 

play's vibrant portrayal of social critique and the assertion of individual agency. 

While the manipulation of temporality in Enlightenment drama has been acknowledged by 

various scholars, there remains a need for a more focused analysis of the specific mechanisms 

and artistic intentions behind these temporal strategies. Existing literature, such as the works of 

Garber and Cascardi, provides valuable insights but often treats temporality as a secondary 
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aspect rather than a central focus. This review underscores the importance of understanding 

temporality as a fundamental component of artistic interpretation in Enlightenment drama. 

The exploration of temporality in Enlightenment drama reveals the profound impact of 

temporal structures on narrative complexity and thematic expression. Playwrights such as 

Voltaire, Lessing, and Beaumarchais adeptly utilized temporal manipulation to engage their 

audiences and convey philosophical and societal critiques. This literature review highlights the 

need for further scholarly attention to the intricate relationship between temporality and artistic 

interpretation in Enlightenment drama, offering a foundation for more comprehensive and 

focused future research. 

 

Research Methodology:  

To explore the concept of temporality and artistic interpretation in Enlightenment drama, this 

study employs a qualitative research approach. The methodology involves a close reading and 

textual analysis of selected plays from prominent Enlightenment playwrights, including 

Voltaire, Gotthold Ephraim Lessing, and Pierre Beaumarchais. These texts are examined for 

their use of temporal structures, such as flashbacks, foreshadowing, and nonlinear narratives. 

Additionally, the study incorporates theoretical frameworks from narrative theory and 

temporality studies to contextualize the findings within broader literary and philosophical 

discourses. 

This investigation adopts a qualitative research design to delve into the concept of temporality 

and its influence on artistic interpretation in Enlightenment drama. The qualitative approach is 

selected for its capacity to offer comprehensive insights into complex literary phenomena and 

to analyze the subtle ways in which temporality is utilized by Enlightenment playwrights. This 

methodology encompasses a combination of textual analysis, close reading, and theoretical 

application to selected dramatic works from the Enlightenment period. 

The study concentrates on a representative sample of dramatic works by eminent 

Enlightenment playwrights, specifically Voltaire, Gotthold Ephraim Lessing, and Pierre 

Beaumarchais. The selected texts include Voltaire’s "Candide" (1759), Lessing’s "Nathan the 

Wise" (1779), and Beaumarchais’s "The Marriage of Figaro" (1784). These works were chosen 

for their significant impact on the Enlightenment literary canon and their exemplary use of 

temporal manipulation to convey thematic depth and societal critique. 

Data collection involves the thorough reading and annotation of the selected texts. Key 

elements of temporal manipulation, such as anachronisms, flashbacks, foreshadowing, and 

nonlinear narrative structures, are identified and recorded. Additionally, thematic elements 

related to temporality, such as the juxtaposition of idealism and reality, the exploration of 

timeless ethical questions, and the reflection of social change, are noted. The analysis of the 

selected texts is guided by theoretical frameworks from narrative theory and temporality 

studies. Key theoretical concepts are derived from the works of Paul Ricoeur and Peter Brooks, 

whose insights into narrative temporality and its impact on plot development and audience 

engagement provide a foundation for the analysis. Ricoeur’s concept of “emplotment” and 
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Brooks’s idea of narrative drive and suspense are particularly instrumental in examining how 

Enlightenment playwrights utilize temporal structures. 

 

Analytical Procedures 

1. Close Reading: Each selected text undergoes a detailed close reading to identify instances 

of temporal manipulation. This involves examining how the playwrights structure time within 

their narratives and the effects these structures have on character development, plot 

progression, and thematic expression. 

 

2. Thematic Analysis: Following close reading, a thematic analysis is conducted to explore 

how temporal structures contribute to the broader themes of the texts. This includes analyzing 

how temporal shifts underscore themes such as tolerance, humanism, social critique, and 

individual agency. 

 

3. Comparative Analysis: The study also incorporates a comparative analysis of the selected 

texts to identify common patterns and differences in the use of temporality. This comparison 

helps to highlight the distinctive approaches of different playwrights and to understand the 

broader trends in Enlightenment drama. 

 

4. Contextual Analysis: To situate the findings within the broader intellectual and cultural 

context of the Enlightenment, the study includes a contextual analysis. This involves examining 

how the manipulation of temporality reflects the philosophical and societal currents of the 

period, such as the emphasis on reason, individualism, and social reform. 

To ensure the validity and reliability of the findings, the study employs several strategies. 

Triangulation is utilized by incorporating multiple theoretical perspectives and comparing the 

analyses of different texts. Detailed documentation of the analytical process and rigorous 

adherence to the selected theoretical frameworks further enhance the reliability of the study. 

While this study provides valuable insights into the concept of temporality and artistic 

interpretation in Enlightenment drama, it is limited by its focus on a select number of texts and 

playwrights. Future research could expand the scope by including a broader range of works and 

examining other playwrights from the Enlightenment period. Additionally, the study’s 

qualitative nature may limit the generalizability of the findings, though it allows for a deep and 

nuanced understanding of the specific texts analyzed. 

This research methodology outlines a systematic approach to exploring the concept of 

temporality and its impact on artistic interpretation in Enlightenment drama. By employing 

close reading, thematic analysis, comparative analysis, and contextual analysis, the study aims 

to uncover the intricate ways in which temporal manipulation enhances narrative complexity 

and thematic expression in the works of Voltaire, Lessing, and Beaumarchais. This 

methodological framework provides a foundation for future research and contributes to a 

deeper understanding of the role of temporality in Enlightenment dramatic literature. 
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Analysis and Results:  

The analysis reveals that Enlightenment playwrights employed temporality not merely as a 

chronological marker but as a dynamic tool for artistic expression. For instance, Voltaire's use 

of anachronisms in "Candide" serves to juxtapose idealism with harsh reality, thereby 

intensifying the satirical impact of the narrative. Similarly, Lessing's "Nathan the Wise" utilizes 

temporal shifts to underscore the timeless nature of its themes of tolerance and humanism. 

Beaumarchais's "The Marriage of Figaro" employs rapid temporal progression to mirror the 

chaotic social changes of the era, enhancing the comedic and critical aspects of the play. These 

findings demonstrate that the manipulation of temporality in Enlightenment drama is intricately 

linked to the playwrights' artistic intentions. By disrupting linear time, these works challenge 

the audience to engage more deeply with the underlying messages and emotional currents, 

thereby creating a more immersive and reflective theatrical experience. 

The analysis of selected Enlightenment dramas elucidates the sophisticated ways in which 

temporality is manipulated to enrich artistic interpretation and convey intricate themes. By 

scrutinizing the works of Voltaire, Gotthold Ephraim Lessing, and Pierre Beaumarchais, the 

study uncovers how temporal structures contribute to narrative complexity, character 

development, and thematic articulation. 

Voltaire’s "Candide" (1759) utilizes temporal manipulation predominantly through 

anachronisms and temporal juxtapositions, enhancing the satirical thrust of the narrative. 

- Anachronisms: Voltaire frequently disrupts the chronological flow of the narrative, inserting 

historical events and cultural references from disparate periods. This technique underscores the 

absurdity of the protagonist's unwavering optimism by contrasting it with the stark realities of 

various historical contexts. 

- Temporal Juxtapositions: The rapid shifts between idealized visions and brutal realities create 

a dissonance that highlights the flaws in the philosophical doctrine of optimism. 

- Critique of Optimism: By juxtaposing different periods and their respective events, Voltaire 

satirizes the notion that all events, regardless of their nature, contribute to the best possible 

world. 

- Exposure of Societal Absurdities: The manipulation of time allows Voltaire to present a series 

of societal critiques, exposing the absurdities and injustices of contemporary society. 

Lessing’s "Nathan the Wise" (1779) utilizes temporal shifts to emphasize the timelessness of 

its central themes, particularly tolerance, humanism, and religious coexistence. 

- Flashbacks: The narrative employs flashbacks to reveal characters’ backstories and 

motivations, illustrating how past experiences shape their present actions and beliefs. 

- Nonlinear Narrative: The play’s structure, which often deviates from linear progression, 

reinforces the idea that the themes of tolerance and coexistence are timeless and universal. 

- Timelessness of Human Values: By disrupting the chronological order, Lessing suggests that 

the values of tolerance and humanism transcend specific historical moments, resonating across 

different eras. 
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- Reflection on Ethical Questions: The temporal shifts encourage the audience to reflect on 

enduring ethical questions, prompting a deeper engagement with the play’s moral and 

philosophical dimensions. 

Beaumarchais’s "The Marriage of Figaro" (1784) employs rapid temporal progression and 

overlapping timelines to mirror the social upheaval and chaotic changes of the Enlightenment 

period. 

- Rapid Temporal Progression: The swift transitions between scenes and the compressed 

timeline of the narrative create a sense of urgency and dynamism, reflecting the revolutionary 

spirit of the era. 

- Overlapping Timelines: The interplay of multiple subplots and overlapping timelines 

enhances the complexity of the narrative, contributing to the comedic and critical aspects of the 

play. 

- Social Critique: The fast-paced narrative and overlapping timelines serve to critique the rigid 

social structures and highlight the burgeoning desire for social change and individual agency. 

- Comedic Elements: The temporal manipulation adds to the comedic effect, with rapid 

developments and unexpected twists creating humor and engaging the audience. 

The comparative analysis of the selected texts reveals common patterns in the use of 

temporality as well as distinctive approaches unique to each playwright. 

- Critique of Contemporary Society: All three playwrights use temporal manipulation to 

critique societal norms and highlight philosophical ideas. 

- Enhancement of Thematic Depth: Temporal strategies are employed to deepen the thematic 

expression, making complex ideas more accessible and engaging to the audience. 

- Voltaire’s Satirical Juxtaposition: Voltaire’s use of anachronisms and temporal juxtapositions 

is primarily satirical, aiming to expose societal absurdities and critique philosophical optimism. 

- Lessing’s Timeless Reflection: Lessing’s nonlinear narrative and flashbacks emphasize the 

timelessness of human values and ethical questions. 

- Beaumarchais’s Dynamic Progression: Beaumarchais’s rapid temporal progression and 

overlapping timelines reflect the revolutionary spirit and critique social hierarchies while 

maintaining a comedic tone. 

The manipulation of temporality in Enlightenment drama reflects the broader intellectual and 

cultural currents of the period, such as the emphasis on reason, individualism, and social 

reform. 

- Reason and Critique: The Enlightenment’s valorization of reason is mirrored in the 

playwrights’ use of temporality to critique irrational societal norms and promote philosophical 

inquiry. 

- Individualism and Agency: The focus on individual characters and their development over 

time reflects the Enlightenment’s emphasis on individualism and personal agency. 

- Social Reform: The temporal manipulation in these dramas often underscores the need for 

social reform, aligning with the Enlightenment’s progressive ideals. 
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- Engagement with Audiences: The innovative use of temporality engages audiences on a 

deeper level, encouraging critical reflection and intellectual engagement with the themes 

presented. 

The analysis demonstrates that Enlightenment playwrights adeptly utilized temporal 

manipulation to enhance narrative complexity and thematic expression. By employing various 

temporal strategies, such as anachronisms, flashbacks, and rapid progression, Voltaire, Lessing, 

and Beaumarchais were able to critique societal norms, explore philosophical ideas, and engage 

their audiences more effectively. The intricate relationship between temporality and artistic 

interpretation in Enlightenment drama reflects the broader intellectual and cultural currents of 

the period, highlighting the enduring relevance and impact of these works. 

 

Conclusion: 

The concept of temporality in Enlightenment drama is a crucial element that enriches artistic 

interpretation and narrative complexity. This study has shown that Enlightenment playwrights 

adeptly manipulated temporal structures to enhance thematic expression and audience 

engagement. Through a detailed analysis of selected works, it becomes evident that the use of 

temporality in these dramas is not merely a technical device but a profound artistic strategy that 

reflects the intellectual and cultural currents of the Enlightenment era. Future research could 

further explore the intersection of temporality and other literary elements in Enlightenment 

drama, providing a more comprehensive understanding of this influential period in literary 

history. 
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