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CHAPTER THREE 94
Beckett and the Emergence of Theory

This chapter traces the development of other theoretical approaches, as
they have grown up alongside the more dominant liberal humanist para-
digm discussed in chapter two, and is split into three sections.

1. Beckett, Derrida and the Resistance to Theory

This section considers the relative paucity of theoretical approaches to
Beckett, focusing on Derrida’s discussion of his own reluctance to
embark on a reading of Beckett's work.

2. Beckett, Iser and Reader Response

This section looks back to the seventies, and discusses the emergence of a
‘reader response’ approach to Waiting for Godot. It includes extracts from
Wolfgang Iser’s The Implied Reader, and from his essay entitled ‘Counter-
sensical Comedy and Audience Response in Beckett's Waiting for Godot'.

3, Beckett, Post-structuralisin and Feminism
This section looks at the emergence in the late eighties of post-
structuralist and deconstructive-feminist readings of Waiting for Godot and
Endgame. Tt indludes extracts from Steven Connor’s essay entitled “The
Doubling of Presence in Waiting for Godot and Endgame’, and from Mary
Bryden’s essay entitled ‘Gender in Transition’.

CHAPTER FOUR 137

Political Criticism

This chapter discusses the growth of an overtly political criticism, as it
has developed from Adorno’s Marxist reading of Endgame. It includes
extracts from Ernst Fischer’s seventies Marxist work, Art Against Ideology,
from Werner Huber’s consideration of the relation between Beckett and
Bertolt Brecht, and from Declan Kiberd's reading of Godot and Endgame
as post-colonial texts in Inventing Ireland.

NOTES 168
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INDEX 186

INTRODUCTION

AMUEL BECKETT wrote the two plays for which he is best known,

Waiting for Godot and Endgame, in the middle phase of his writing
career. Waiting for Godot was written. in French, as En attendant Godot,
between October 1948 and January 1949, in the midst of a frantic burst
of activity that produced two plays, three novels and several short stories.!
The first draft of Endgame was also written in French, as Fin de partie, in
1955, after his frenzy of prose writing had come to a close with The
Unnamable (which was published in French in 1953). The impact that
these plays had, both on Beckett’s career, and on post-war European
culture, was enormous. The success of the first productions of Gedor in
1953 took Beckett from obscurity to notoriety and, in its total disregard
for existing conventions, threw the dramatic world into an excited, con-
fused consternation. With the first productions of Fin de partie in London
in 1958, Beckett emerged as a playwright of extraordinary radicalism
and extreme dramatic precision, whose vision of life in the twentieth
century became, for many, definitive. His starkly vivid stage images articu-
lated a post-war experience that had previously been inarticulable, and
in doing so gave birth to a new drama. .

The critical response to Godot and Endgame has reflected both the cul-
tural importance of the plays and their originality. Whilst the general
recognition of the drama’s importance has been testified to by the vast
quantity of critical work it has produced in a relatively short period of
time, the originality of the plays is reflected in the uncertainty and con-
fusion with which they were first received by the critical community.
The boldness with which Godor undermined dramatic conventions
caused a huge sensation, and the play commanded a great deal of atten-
tion, but the very newness that so distinguished it made it very hard to
interpret, or even to describe. It seemed to their first audiences that both
Godot and Endgame achieved their effects by the stubborn refusal to meet
all expectations; the apparatuses of drama, such as plot, setting, cata-
strophe, were all abandoned, and with them went the conventions that
allowed the critic to pass educated and sound judgement. None of the
criteria by which good drama was measured appeared to be met in these
plays, and yet here they were, looking good. In the very early reviews,
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WAITING FOR GODOT, ENDGAME

traces the evolution of a more engaged political criticism, as it has devel-
oped from Adorno’s influential early essay. It explores readings of the
political possibilities of Beckett’s drama, from Ernst Fischer’s 1966 essay
on Endgame to nineties readings of the drama as a post-colonial aesthetic
by critics such as Declan Kiberd. Where the previous two strands of critical
development cast Beckett’s drama as being largely apolitical, the critics
represented here read his drama as being deeply engaged with a culturally
specific set of political concerns. .

In tracing the uneasy relationship between Godot and Endgame and
the critical approaches that have sought to account for them, this Guide
has a twofold purpose. Its first aim is to offer a range of readings of the
plays that is as wide, inclusive and revealing as possible. Its second aim is
to show how Beckett’'s drama reflects critically upon critical establish-
ments themselves, as they have developed their own theoretical and
ideological agendas. One of the values of Beckett’s plays is that, in their
characteristically impoverished surplus, they exceed the moment of their
own reception, and move beyond the grasp of the culture to which they
speak. It is this capacity for Beckett’s writing to resist critical inclusion, to
draw attention instead to the fabric of the critical garment it disdains,
that is perhaps one of its more precious characteristics. The critics in this
Guide have preserved this capacity — they have had no choice.

CHAPTER ONE

First Responses to Waiting for Godot
and Endgame

1. Nothing Happens Twice: Reviews and Early Journalism

HAT THE critic has a hard time with Beckett’s texts has become one

of the sustaining myths of the Beckettian critical industry. When try-
ing to approach the drama critically, one is likely to meet with a kind of
pitying mockery, both from a knowing Beckett audience who have ruled
effective criticism out of court and from the plays themselves, which
contain sometimes elaborate structures of resistance to elucidation and
explication. A critic of Beckett’s drama risks being lampooned in the
same way that Winnie lampoons her would-be critic in the play Happy
Days. Winnie, who is inexplicably buried in a mound throughout the
performance, harrates an incident in which an ignorant, ‘coarse’ observer
Jumbers his way on to the stage to ask “What's she doing? . . . What's the
idea? . .. stuck up to her diddies in the bleeding ground . . . What does it
mean? . .. What's it meant to mean?’.! Critics have taken the hint, and
the notion that it is somehow inappropriate to demand significance from
a Beckett play has hardened into an orthodoxy. Mindful of the famous
exchange of insults in Godot, which culminates in Estragon’s withering
parting shot ‘Crriticl” (CDW 70), critics have sheltered themselves from
such opprobrium by seeking to develop a mode of analysis that falls short
of critique. ‘We cannot, of course, say what this play means’ quickly
became a refrain in interpretations of Beckett’s plays.

It is clear, however, that critics have sought, and continue to seek, for
meaning in Beckett’s writing ~ that, after all, is one of the functions of
criticism. This contradiction, between a critical method that seeks to
avoid saying what the plays mean, and the need for critics to explain and
interpret the works that they approach, can be found running through
Beckett criticism from the fifties to the nineties. The earliest reviews and
essays on Waiting for Godot and Endgame deal explicitly and sometimes

9
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WAITING FOR GODOT, ENDGAME

comments, in his review of the 1955 performance in London, that ‘in the
course of the play, nothing happens’. There is no ‘dramatic progress’, no
‘theatrical tension’.” The action, such as it is, is continually threatening to
yvield to the long, awkward silences that the audience can feel gathering
behind the dialogue just as Pozzo’s nightfall collects behind the tranquil
twilight sky. What Beckett presented to the audience in Godot was theatre
that was only just theatre, on the very brink of becoming the opposite of
theatre. The stage was only fitfully controlled by the script. There was little
effort to draw anyone into the collective conviction that the stage repre-
sented ‘A country road’ at ‘Evening’ (CDW 11) - it most often appeared
to represent nothing other than itself. It frequently felt as if the audience
had wandered into the theatre during a break in the rehearsal. As Jean
Anouilh commented in a review of the 1953 performance, quoting the
play itself, ‘Nothing happens, nobody comes, nobody goes, it’'s awful.”® It
is this representation of dramatic niégativity that distinguished Beckett’s
theatre most clearly from other playwrights who experimented with
similar ideas. It was not new for a dramatist to present the audience with
the notion that the stories which make life meaningful have no essential
truth value — the ‘absurdity’ of life had been dramatised before by Sartre

and other proponents of Parisian existentialism. Where Beckett’s work

, was shockingly original was in its adoption of a new dramatic form that

-— T el e — T TSR . -

ﬁwro.% articulatéd this sen 355 0

tl this'sénse of a'165s of meaning. Rather than express-

ng the terror of existential angst from within a stable and recognisable

itheatrical convention, Beckett caused the stage to become the site of

_,E.mmabmw desertion. As Vladimir and Estragon wait passively on the

Istage for Godot to arrive and confer meaning on their waiting, Beckett
abandoned every theatrical principle and undermined every expectation.
Even Vladimir and Estragon’s stability as characters is given no guarantee.
Vladimir may be heavier than Estragon, he may be lighter (CDW 13).
Vladimir may actually be called Mister Albert, Estragon’s name may be
Catullus (CDW 47). Beckett presents us with a situation in which
‘nothing is certain’ (CDW 16), and in doing so he takes dramatic form
beyond its own limits, kicks out every prop that holds the dramatic space
in shape, and presents us with a stage that is perpetually falling into the
void left by its relentless negation of its own meaning. He does not adopt
a strange convention, he negates-the very idea of convention itself.

_In order to respond to the challenge that this form of aesthetic nega-
Eﬁ%@.ﬁ@;ﬁn& were faced with the problem of generating an
interpretative language or methodology that could ‘incorporate it and

“examine it without ammmﬂoﬁbm it. It appeared to many that this new play
“—questioned someé ol the most basic assumptions that underlay not only
drama, but also life in the world, and that it was extremely important to
understand how it did so, and what kinds of answer there may be to

Godot's questions. To interrogate a dramatic practice whose primary quality
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_was a lack of all quality, however, is rather like grasping water. For
Theodor Adorno, one of Beckett’s earliest critics, the “criterion of a philo-

%mmn is struck’ was that it ‘proved equal to the challenge’ of
interpreting Beckett’s drama.’ The first and, in the English-speaking critical
community, the most enduringly influential means of bringing Beckett’s
drama into interpretability was to convert negativity into. positivity. An
early stirring of this drive towards positivity is hinted at in Vivian
Merdier's much-quoted article on Godot in 1956. In ‘The Uneventful
Event’, Mercier comments that:

m [Beckett] has achieved a theoretical impossibility — a play in which
nothing happens, that yet keeps audiences glued to their seats. What's
more, since the second act is a subtly different reprise of the first, he
has written a play in which nothing happens, twice.'® O

This witticism, playful as it is, suggests a mode of approaching Beckettian
negativity that quickly became virtually orthodox. It grasps the positivity
that inhabits the linguistic denotation of nothingness, and employs it as a
means of concretising the non-events of the play. ‘Nothing happens’ is
not a purely negative staternent, but can be read as suggesting that
something happened - the thing that happened was ‘nothing’. The sub-
stantiality of nothing as a Beckettian event is given more weight by the
fact that it happens twice. Finally, we see what happens in this enigmatic
play - nothing happens — and now all we have to do is approach this
event as if it was any other dramatic occurrence.

This thought figure re-emerges time and time again, and in various
guises. The meaning of the play, for example, could be said to be its
meaninglessness. If you take lack of meaning as a positive quality, then it
is possible to progress beyond the aporia, or unsolvable intellectual prob-

—lesn—presenied to the critic by an act of signification”that refuses to
“signify-By petfoiming such-a conversion, it yas even possible for critics
"1o Hn@m _representation of meaninglessness as something reassuring—.

mwph“ mm-&mggmiiwmﬁ Beckett achieves in Godot, some argued, is the
removal of all the distracting baggage of everyday life, to reveal to the
audience an essential truth about humanity. He depicts the naked
human deprived of all comforting myths, awaiting validation from a
higher source. The nothingness that is discovered beneath the sound and
fury of life in the world is an emptiness that is intensely spiritual, and
that helps us to understand, in a ‘deep’ sense, what it is to be human. In
this respect, mﬁnﬁmnmmama to be a profoundly Christian play. For G.S.
Fraser, rather than conveying a sense of ‘blank despair’, the ‘message of
“WattiAg for Godot is perhaps something nearer a message of religious
consolation”:

.
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WAITING FOR GODOT, ENDGAME

amzmmmmv meaninglessness - and conjures them into their opposites —
moral-pedagogy, permanent Christian values, hope, and the promise of
redemption from the ‘squalor’ and ‘misery’ of our ‘fallen world’. Gogo
and Didi ‘wait for salvation from the doubt-ridden condition of living, in
a barren limbo in which the meaning of our lives is hidden from us, but
even during this uncertain wait the play maintains a moral structure
that, precisely because it persists in such a sparse universe, becomes all
the more enduring. It is Estragon and Vladimir's ‘charity’, their funda-
mental humanity, that sets them aside from Pozzo and Lucky, and forms
the moral fabric of the play.

Whilst Christian interpretations of Godot maintained some currency
qver_the following two decades,'? the majority of critics resisted such an
unconditional reading of Godot as a ‘modern morality play’. The structure
that Fraser’s reading relies on, however, in which an essential and poten-
tially redemptive humanity is seen to lie beneath a patina of trivial social
meaning structures, is duplicated by many critics who reject an overt
Christian thematic. The ‘human condition’ came to be widely viewed as

e

the substance of thisTasubstantial play. Gogo mby«&é@ appear to be
obthié veérge of fading out, as the play fails to provide the dramatic con-
ditions for their continued existence, but this flickering of the reality
effect does not threaten to reveal the void. Rather, it opens on to the
7 wide expanses of humanity .:mm_m, Gogo and Didi are not on the brink of
'becoming nobody at all, because they promise to become ‘everyman’. By

\ the steady removal of all individual qualities, the play.arfivesd ita picture

—

,mm an all-encompassing generality. This representation of a denuded but
stubbornly persistent species, no qualities and all essence, was enthusias-
tically welcomed, not least because it offered a model of ‘universal’
\ theatre that crossed national and political divides. For many critics,
Beckett's drama was regarded as diametrically opposed to the politically
committed Irish theatre that preceded it. Here was an Irish dramatist
who rose above the parochial nationalist squabbles that dominated his
,afnocpﬁa& productions for the stage, to forge a drama that spoke of issues
that were more fundamental and permanent than cultural and political
controversies. Patrick Hm.m<mbmw: speaks for many critics, when, in 1956,
J he makes a cléar distinction between Beckett’s universal theatre, and

—those less'powerful dramatists who become engaged in local concerns.

.

{

B To those of us who cannot abide the theatre with its flatulent
pieties, its contrivances and its lies, Waiting for Godot is a wonderful
play, a great comedy. I do not set out to interpret Godot, merely to say
why I like it, which is probably the only valid criticism.

Take a play like The Bishop’s Bonfire, which was well received in
Dublin. There you have the old unhappy Shibboleths paraded, the
theme of ‘Ireland’ as a moral reality, and the last refuge of the weak,

16
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the theme that our failure to ramble out into the flowery lanes of liberty
which O’Casey is always talking about, is due to forces outside our-
selves. In O’Casey’s case the restrictions of religion are the villain of
the melodrama.'*. .

All of us who are sincere know that if we are unhappy, trying to
forget our futility in pubs it is due to no exterior cause, but to what is
now popularly called the human condition. Society everywhere today
and its beliefs are pastiche; there is no overall purpose, no large
umbrella of serenity.

This world-wide emotion has seeped through national boudoirs. It
flowed into Ireland many years ago, but the ‘Ireland’ writers contin-
ued as if nothing had happened. Now and again one noticed their
discomfiture; why, they seemed to be asking themselves, was no one
giving them any heed?

These ‘Ireland’ writers, who are still writing, of course, could not
see that the writers of Ireland were no longer Corkery and O’Connor
and the others, but Auden and George Barker — anyone anywhere who
at least appreciated, if he could not cure, their misfortune. Saying this
is liable to make one the worst in the world, for a national literature,
being based on a convention, not born of the unpredictable individual
and his problem, is a vulnerable racket and is protected by fierce wild
men. A national literature is the only thing some men have got, and
men will not relinquish their hold on the only thing that gives them a
reason for living.

It is because of this awareness of the peculiar sickness of society
and a possible remedy suggested that I like Beckett’s play. The remedy
is that Beckett has put despair and futility on the stage for us to laugh
at them. And we do laugh.

I am not going to say that Godot is a great jlluminating, hope-
creating masterpiece like King Lear, but then, that is the present
condition of humanity. Beckett is an honest writer. Academic writers
and painters are always ready to offer the large illuminating symbol;
they give us gods and heroes, and they write and paint as if society
were a solid, unified Victorian lie.

I know that I am not being very direct in my statements about
Waiting for Godot, but that is part of this play’s importance; it both holds
a mirror up to life and keeps reminding you, if you are interested in
sincerity, that the reason that you couldn’t endure the theatre hitherto
was that it was tenth-rate escapism, not your dish at all.** O

Kavanagh here contrasts Beckett's modernist and internationalist vision
of futility and despair, which is located at the level of an individual struggle
against a ‘world-wide’ existential crisis, with a myopic nationalist litera-
ture, which is stupidly preoccupied with local beliefs and commitments |

o
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WAITING FOR GODOT, ENDGAME

there is nothing we can do about it. My interpretation may be incom-
plete, but it illuminates at least one of the play’s facets. The blind
irascible hero, Hamm, is working on an interminable novel: does this
not bring to mind the ‘cantankerous Irishman’ by whom Beckett was
once employed? Hamm stands for many things: for the Church, the
State, and even Godot himself; for all the forms of capricious authority.
One of them may perhaps be Joyce.

When I read the play, I enjoyed long stretches of it — laconic
exchanges that seemed to satirise despair, vaudeville non-sequiturs
that savagely parodied logic. Within the dark framework I even dis-
cemed glimmers of hope. I now see that 1 was wrong. Last week’s
production, portentously stylised, piled on the agony until I thought
my skull would split. Little variation, either of pace or emphasis, was
permitted: a cosmic comedy was delivered as if its author had been
Racine. . . . I suddenly realised that Beckett wanted his private fantasy
to be accepted as objective truth. And that nothing less would satisfy
him. For a short time I am prepared to listen in any theatre to any
message, however antipathetic. But when it is not only disagreeable
but forced down my throat, I demur. . ..

This kind of facile pessimism is dismaying in an author of Beckett’s
stature. It is not only the projection of a personal sickness, but a con-
clusion reached on inadequate evidence. I am ready to believe that the
world is a stifling, constricting place - but not if my informant is an
Egyptian mwmmy.”* O

Tynan's frustration with Endgame — his reluctance to accept an art form
“that refused either to ‘move’ or to ‘help’ us — was typical of the response
that the play received from mbmmmr-mﬁnmgwngomuﬁamgﬂmm were
some more enthusiastic reviews, which tended to come Trom critics who
managed to find hope and affirmation in Endgame as they had done in
Godot. For Harold Hobson in the Sunday Times, for example, the play filled
those audience members who were neither ‘philistines” nor ‘half-wits’
with a ‘profound and sombre and paradoxical joy’. Where Tynan com-
plains that Endgame couldn’t help us, Hobson claims that ‘its
representation is among the greatest of the services that the English
Stage Company has rendered to the British public’.?® But most critics
failed to distil tidings of comfort and joy from the play, and for many this
failure cast doubt on the artistic legitimacy of both Godot and Endgame. In
Tynan's review there is a sense that he feels that he has been duped® —
Endgame reveals a recalcitrant, pathological negativity in Beckett's drama
that remains beyond the pale of theatre and of criticism, and that sug-
gests that even the critic of Godot was foolish to attempt to bring Beckett
back into the fold. In recognising this excess, Tynan drew attention to a
gap between the dominant critical discourse and Beckett’s aesthetic
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practice, which had yet to be closed by critics who attempted to read his

negativity as positive and affirming. The criteria that liberal humanist )

critics applied to their objects did not seem to be appropriate to Beckett’s
drama. Art should move us; art should console us; art should tell us
something essential and permanent about the human condition; art has
a moral responsibility to help us cope with the world as it is; if it cannot

S

" had seemed to be met, albeit in peculiar fashion, in Godot, but Endgame’s
apparent representation of absolute despair without ‘protest’ under.
mined all of the qualities by which art was recognisable.

By proving more resistant than Godot to critical domestication,

Endgame brought relations .,_un,@hmm%&w.nnwnﬁrmb@?mlnan@ to.a-point-of

change the world, it must at least make it beautiful. These Emnnnﬁm#mv

‘%n% A g " .
J-crisis, and,to wﬁ,EsBm.Eﬁu Rither Beckett’s work had to be rejected as

Sy e

inartistic, or the rules that governed the appreciation and understanding

“of"art had to_evolve to incorporate a form of expression that, for

e AL G iy

philistines, half-wits, and connoisseurs alike, may fail to tell us that the

world and those who live on it are redeemable. The challenge tha
“Beckett posed to the critical community was still, at the end of the fifties,
alive, well and unanswered.

2. Presence, Negativity and the Human Condition:
First Essays

,Em,n first fuller-length critical responses to Waiting for. Godot and Endgame,
in the late fifties and early sixties, were focused on developing a means of
interpreting Beckett’s theatre that could move dm<obm_5m boundary
fnarked out by Tynan’s rejection of Endgame. This work took two direc-
_tions, whose divergent paths can be traced through the following forty
years, and the remaining chapters of this book. The first of these,
pioneered most influentially by kw.ncﬁmummﬁb\ sought to expand an exist-
ing liberal humanist critical discourse to'iricorporate Beckett’s work, by
sketching the contours of a new dramatic copvention that would render
its senselessness into sense. For Esslin, the difficulty posed by the drama
arose because such a convention had not yet been clarified, rather than
because it undermined any of the fundamental tenets of the brand of
Anglo-American New Criticism that was hegemonic in fifties English cul-
ture. He suggested that Beckett was part of a larger body of dramatists,
such as Adamov, Ionesco, Genet and Pinter, who were responding to
twentieth-century European history by developing a recognisably dis-
tinct dramatic form, which he dubbed the ‘Theatre of the Absurd’. In
order to make this new form of theatre available to the mainstream,
Esslin set out to ‘provide a framework of reference that will show the
works of the Theatre of the Absurd within their own convention’.? In
doing so, the ‘frustration and indignation’? that humanist critics such as
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WAITING FOR GODOT, ENDGAME

By e
tial, Beckett is able~to—dramatise the collapse of metaphysical-meaning
structures around the naked truth of ‘being there’. The myths of national _
and personal identity, the construction of a stable system of beliefs that
help to make sense of -our.being in the world,-all such narratives-prove.-
themselves to be woefully inadequate in the face of the horrifying actuality

of existence.--~.

Thus for Esslin, it is Hm,m..pvkmwnm._..w&onbm waiting in Waiting for Godot,

__ rather than the question of who or what Godot represents, that should

be thought of as the focal point of the play. In the following extract,
Esslin draws on Beckett’'s own critical exposition of Proust’s novel 4 La
Recherche du Temps Perdu, 1o emphasise the illusoriness of ‘identity’, and
other narrative structures that graft meaning onto our existence in the
world. As Vladimir and Estragon wait for Godot to arrive to liberate them
from brute existence into the paradise of significance, the concrete space
in which they are waiting reveals the true nature of being in time:

B Whether Godot is meant to suggest the intervention of a super-
natural agency, or whether he stands for a mythical human being
whose arrival is expected to change the station, or both of these possi-
bilities combined, his exact nature is of secondary importance. The
subject of the play is not Godot but waiting, the act of waiting as an
essential and characteristic aspect of the human condition. Throughout

- it

~——our lives we always wait for something, and Godot simply represents
the objective of our waiting — an event, a thing, a person, death.
Moreover, it is in the act of waiting that we experience the flow of time
in its purest, most evident form. If we are active, we tend to forget the
passage of time, we pass the time, but if we are merely passively wait-
ing, we are confronted with the action of time itself. As Beckett points
out in his analysis of Proust, ‘There is no escape from the hours and
the days. Neither from tomorrow, nor from yesterday because yester-
day has deformed us or been deformed by us. . . . Yesterday is not a
milestone that has been passed, but a daystone on the beaten track of
the years, and irremediably part of us, within us, heavy and dangerous.
We are not merely more weary because of yesterday, we are other, no
Ionger what we were before the calamity of yesterday’.” The flow of
time confronts us with the basic problem of being — the problem of the
nature of the self, which, being subject to constant change in time, is in
constant flux and therefore ever outside our grasp — ‘personality,
whose permanent reality can only be apprehended as a retrospective
hypothesis. The individual is the seat of a constant process of decanta-
tion, sluggish, pale and monochrome, to the vessel containing the
fluid of past time, agitated and multi-coloured by the phenomena of
its hours.”°

24
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Being subject to this process of time flowing through us and charnig-
ing us in doing so, we are, at no single moment in our lives, identical
with ourselves. Hence, ‘we are disappointed at the nullity of what we
please to call attainment. But what is attainment? The identification of
the subject with the object of his desire. The subject has died - and
perhaps many times on the way.”*! If Godot is the object of Vladimir’s
and Estragon’s desire, he seems naturally ever beyond their reach. It is
significant that the boy who acts as go-between fails to recognise the
pair from day to day. The French version explicitly states that the boy
who appears in the second act is the same boy as the one in the first
act, yet the boy denies that he has ever seen the two tramps before and
insists that this is the first time he has acted as Godot’s messenger. As
the boy leaves, Vladimir tries to impress it upon him: ‘You're sure you
saw me, eh, you won't come and tell me tomorrow that you never saw
me before?” The boy does not reply, and we know that he will again
fail to recognise them. Can we ever be sure that the human beings we
meet are the same today as they were yesterday? When Pozzo and
Lucky first appear, neither Vladimir nor Estragon seems to recognise
them; Estragon even takes Pozzo for Godot. But after they have gone,
Vladimir comunents that they have changed since their last appear-
ance. Estragon insists that he didn’t know them.

VLADIMIR: Yes you do know them.
ESTRAGON: No, I don't know them.

VLADIMIR: We know them, I tell you. You forget everything.
[Pause. To himself.] Unless they’re not the same. ..

ESTRAGON: Why didn‘t they recognize us, then?

VLADIMIR: That means nothing. I too pretended not to recognize
them. And then nobody ever recognizes us. (CDW 47)

In the second act, when Pozzo and Lucky reappear, cruelly deformed
by the action of time, Vladimir and Estragon again have their doubts
whether they are the same people they met on the previous day. Nor
does Pozzo remember them: ‘I don't remember having met anyone
yesterday. But tomorrow I won't remember having met anyone today’
(CDW 82).

Waiting is to experience the action of time, which is constant
change. And yet, as nothing real ever happens, that change is itself an
illusion. The ceaseless activity of time is self-defeating, purposeless,

-and therefore null and void. The more things change the more they are

the same. That is the terrible stability of the world. ‘The tears of the
world are a constant quantity. For each one who begins to weep, -
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WAITING FOR GODOT, ENDGAME

sight seem to be reasonable, until they become a habit. You may say
it is to prevent our reason from foundering. No doubt. But has it
not long been straying in the night without end of abyssal depths?’
(CDW 75).

In support of the Christian interpretation, it might be argued that
Vladimir and Estragon, who are Waiting for Godot, are shown as clearly
superior to Pozzo and Lucky, who have no appointment, no objective,
and are wholly egocentric, wholly wrapped up in their sadomasochistic
relationship. Is it not their faith that puts the two tramps on a higher
plane?*

It is evident that, in fact, Pozzo is naively over-confident and self-
centred. ‘Do I look like a man that can be made to suffer?” (CDW 34) he
boasts. Even when he gives a soulful and melancholy description of
the sunset and the sudden falling of the night, we know that he doesn’t
believe the night will ever fall on him — he is merely giving a perfor-
mance; he is not concerned with the meaning of what he recites, but
only with its effect on the audience. Hence he is taken completely
unawares when night does fall on him and he goes blind. Likewise
Lucky, in accepting Pozzo as his master and in teaching him his ideas,
seems to have been naively convinced of the power of reason, beauty
and truth. Estragon and Vladimir are clearly superior to both Pozzo
and Lucky - not because they pin their faith on Godot, but because
they are less naive. They do not believe in action, wealth or reason.
They are aware that all we do in this life is as nothing when seen
against the senseless action of time, which is itself an illusion. They
are aware that suicide would be the best solution. They are thus superior
to Pozzo and Lucky because they are less self-centred and have fewer
illusions. In fact, as a Jungian psychologist, Eva Metman, has pointed
out in a remarkable study of Beckett’s plays, ‘Godot’s function seems
to be to keep his dependants unconscious.””* In this view, the hope,
the habit of hoping, that Godot might come after all is the last illusion
that keeps Vladimir and Estragon from facing the human condition
and themselves in the harsh light of fully conscious awareness. As Dr
Metman observes, it is at the very moment, toward the end of the play,
when Vladimir is about to realise that he has been dreaming, and must
wake up and face the world as it is, that Godot’s messenger arrives,
rekindles his hopes, and plunges him back: into the passivity of illusion.

For a brief moment, Vladimir is aware of the full horror of the
human condition: “The air is full of our cries. . . . But habit is a great
deadener.” He looks at Estragon, who is asleep, and reflects, ‘At me too
someone is looking, of me too someone is saying, he is sleeping, he
knows nothing, let him sleep on. . . . I can’t go on!’ (CDW 84-85) The
routine of Waiting for Godot stands for habit, which prevents us from
reaching the painful but fruitful awareness of the full reality of being.
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Again we find Beckett’s own commentary on this aspect of Waiting
for Godot in his essay on Proust: ‘Habit is the ballast that chains the dog
to his vomit. Breathing is habit. Life is habit. Or rather life is a succes-
sion of habits, since the individual is a succession of individuals. . . .
Habit then is the generic term for the countless treaties concluded
between the countless subjects that constitute the individual and their
countless correlative objects. The periods of trapsition that separate
consecutive adaptations . . . represent the perilous zones on the life of
the individual, dangerous, precarious, painful, mysterious, and fertile,
when for a moment the boredom of living is replaced by the suffering of
being.”* ‘The suffering of being: that is the free play of every faculty.
Because the pernicious devotion of habit paralyses our attention,
drugs those handmaidens of perception whose co-operation is not
absolutely essential.”” )

Vladimir's and Estragon’s pastimes are, as they repeatedly indicate,
designed to stop them from thinking. “We're in no danger of thinking
any more. . . . Thinking is not the worst . .. What is terrible is to have
thought’ (CDW 60).

Vladimir and Estragon talk incessantly. Why? They hint at it in
what is probably the most lyrical, the most perfectly phrased passage
of the play:

VLADIMIR: You are right, we're inexhaustible.

Mmﬂamoz : It’s so we won't think.

VLADIMIR: We have that excuse.

ESTRAGON: It’s so we won't hear.

VLADIMIR: We have our reasons.

ESTRAGON: All the dead voices.

VLADIMIR: They make a noise like wings.

ESTRAGON: Like leaves.

VLADIMIR: Like sand.

ESTRAGON: Like leaves.

[Silence.]

VLADIMIR: They all speak together.

ESTRAGON: Each one to itself.

[Silence.]

VLADIMIR: Rather they whisper.
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WAITING FOR GODOT, ENDGAME

Moreover, what is the significance of the picture mentioned in the
stage directions? ‘“Hanging near the door, its face to the wall, a picture’
{CDW 92). Is that picture a memory? Is the story a lucid moment in the
consciousness of that very painter whose dying hours we witness from
behind the scenes of his mind?

Beckett’s plays can be interpreted on many levels. Endgame may
well be a monodrama on one level and a morality play about the death
of a rich man on another. Bur the peculiar psychological reality of
Beckett’s characters has often been noticed. Pozzo and Lucky have
been interpreted as body and mind; Vladimir and Estragon have been
seen as so complementary that they might be the two halves of a single
personality, the conscious and the subconscious mind. Each of these
three pairs ~ Pozzo-Lucky; Vladimir-Estragon; Hamm-Clov - is linked

-by a relationship of mutual interdependence, wanting to leave each

other, at war with each other, and yet dependent on each other. ‘Nec
tecum, nec sine te” This is a frequent situation among people — married
couples, for example - but it is also an image of the interxelatedness of
the elements within a single personality, particularly if the personality
is in conflict with itself.

In Beckett’s first play, Eleutheria, the basic situation was, super-
ficially, analogous to the relationship between Clov and Hamm. The
young hero of that play wanted to leave his family; in the end he suc-
ceeded in getting away. In Endgame, however, that situation has been
deepened into a truly universal significance; it has been concentrated
and immeasurably enriched precisely by having been freed from all
elements of a naturalistic social setting and external plot. The process
of contraction, which Beckett described as the essence of the artistic
tendency in his essay on Proust, has here been carried out triumphantly.
Instead of merely exploring a surface, a play like Endgame has become
a shaft driven deep down into the core of being; that is why it exists on
a multitude of levels, revealing new ones as it is more closely studied.
What at first sight may have appeared as obscurity or lack of definition
is later recognised as the very hallmark of the density of texture, the
tremendous concentration of a work that springs from a truly creative
imagination, as distinct from a merely imitative one.

The force of these considerations is brought out with particular
clarity when we are confronted by an attempt to interpret a play like
Endgame as a mere exercise in conscious or subconscious auto-
biography. In an extremely ingenious essay*® Lionel Abel has worked
out the theory that in the characters of Hamm and Pozzo Beckett may
have portrayed his literary master, James Joyce, while Lucky and Clov
stand for Beckett himself. Endgame then becomes an allegory of the
relationship between the domineering, nearly blind Joyce and his
adoring disciple, who felt himself crushed by his master’s overpowering
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literary influence. Superficially the parallels are striking: Hamm is
presented as being at work on an interrainable story, Lucky is being
made to perform a set piece of thinking, which, Mr Abel argues, is in
fact a parody of Joyce’s style. Yet on closer study this theory surely
becomes untenable; not because there may not be a certain amount of
truth in it (every writer is bound to use elements of his own experi-
ence of life in his work) but because, far from illuminating the full
content of a play like Endgame, such an interpretation reduces it to a
trivial level. If Endgame really were nothing but a thinly disguised
account of the literary, or even the human, relationship between the
two particular individuals, it could not possibly produce the impact it
has had on audiences utterly ignorant of these particular, very private
circumstances. Yet Endgame undoubtedly has a very deep and direct
impact, which can spring only from its touching a chord in the minds
of a very large number of human beings. The problems of the relation-
ship between a literary master and his pupil would be very unlikely to
elicit such a response; very few people in the audience would feel
directly involved. Admittedly, a play that presented the conflict
between Joyce and Beckett openly, or thinly disguised, might arouse
the curiosity of audiences who are always eager for autobiographical
revelations. But this is just what Endgame does not do. If it never-
theless arouses profound emotion in its audience, this can be due only
to the fact that it is felt to deal with a conflict of a far more universal
nature. Once that is seen, it becomes clear that, while it is fascinating
to argue about the aptness of such autobiographical elements, such a
discussion leaves the central problem of understanding the play and
exploring its many-layered meanings still to be tackled.

L..]

The experience expressed in Beckett plays is of a far more profound
and fundamental nature than mere autobiography. They reveal his
experience of temporality and evanescence; his sense of the tragic dif-
ficulty of becoming aware of one’s own self in the merciless process of
renovation and destruction that occurs with change in time; of the dif-
ficulty of communication between human beings; of the unending
quest for reality in a world in which everything is uncertain and the
borderline between dream and waking is ever shifting; of the tragic
nature of all love relationships and the self-deception of friendship (of
which Beckett speaks in the essay on Proust), and so on. In Endgame
we are also certainly confronted with a very powerful sense of dead-
ness, of leaden heaviness and hopelessness that is experienced in
states of deep depression: the world outside goes dead for the victim of
such states, but inside his mind there is ceaseless argument between
parts of his personality that have become autonomous entities.

33
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WAITING FOR GODOT, ENDGAME

to a depth in which individuality and definite events no longer
appear, and only basic patterns emerge.*’ O

Esslin’s reading of Waiting for Godot and Endgame, and his formulation of
the Theatre of the Absurd, provided an interpretative convention that has
remained extremely influential up to the present day. Fairly quickly after
Esslin’s categorisation of Beckett’s plays in terms of a brand of populist
existentialism and a formulaic dramatic nihilism, both audiences and
critics became much more comfortable with the drama: the period of th
plays’ challenge to comprehension and interpretation seemed, as Esslin
predicted, to come fairly quickly to a close. Pierre Marcabu commented
wryly, in 1961, that within a short space of time Godot had become
game whose rules are completely unmysterious’. The initial threat that
the play presented was quickly defused by those critics who protect their
hermeneutic ideologies by ‘drawing some of the teeth out of dangerous
plays’.% For the majority of critics, less scathing than Marcabu, the plays
remained extremely powerful, but it was generally agreed that their
power had been more or less successfully contained within the dramatic
and interpretative boundaries sketched out by Esslin. The critical formula
that Esslin introduced in The Theatre of the Absurd, however, rests on fun-
damental contradictions that are not explicitly addressed, and he leaves
many questions unanswered as a consequence, Perhaps the clearest contra-\,

) &nﬁowaﬁwﬁ:gmnmam,.»nos..mmmglﬁnoc? is that between value and
valuelessness. Beckett's stage.is.a.space_in _which all the processes that
impute value to our presence-in the-world are exposed as being spurious |
and groundless,-yet-this process-of-exposure-is itself highly ‘valuable. |

et S

Vladimir and Estragon-are deemed by Esslin to be engaged in a | Tecogni-

_tion..of the._essential -truth.that.the_world is without meaning..but he |

_describes. this-recognition;-in-the-above extract, as the ‘painful but fruit- |

PSSR Yssmpti e S

ful awareness of the_full reality of being’. The means by which such an /

e e e ey J——— s .
~awareness could bear fruit_ in Beckert¥universe 1s not closely examined,

e S e AT LT T A

td_@@z\@cm»w.w\,m%nugnﬁo‘m.nEm@nﬁmEDnm@ﬁQﬁmoQommum.ow.nmm.?nnaoB.
The moment at which it is discovered that we are not held in the world
by an overarching system of signification is ‘fruitful’, because it is a
moment of catharsis and liberation, in which we realise that we are {ree.
Within the terms of Esslin’s argument, however, it is difficult to see how
such freedom could redeem the value and the fruitfulness that he

imputes to it. For Esslin, Vladimir and Estragon are not free from any-

ﬂ thing, nor are they free to do anything. Even the political value that

Sartre attaches to existential freedom is absent in Esslin’s model, as the
freedom that Beckett’s characters win is the freedom to recognise that all
action is futile and senseless.”” The.abstract concept of freedom-that~
Esslin privileges as the ‘iluminating’ and ‘inspixing’ content of the plays,

elongs to-the-very=system..of ‘metaphysical meaning structures’ that
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FIRST RESPONSES '

Beckett is in the business ofdebunking—outside such a system, it loses

P

the value that Esslin seeks to claim for it. Many of the contradictions that
run throughout Esslin’s argument grow from this underlying problem.
For example, the emphasis upon the instability of personal identity, and
the illusoriness of the myths that tell us who we are, is made to coexist
with an equal emphasis upon the sacred freedom of the individual. The
category of individualism is regarded both as the myth that Beckett is
rejecting in his drama, and as the privileged bearer of truth that emerges
intact from it. Beckettian freedom both liberates you from who you are,
and allows you to become who you are.

These contradictions are caused by Esslin’s untheorised deployment
of his sustaining distinction between social being and extra-social being, ._
referred to earlier in this chapter. Without explicitly recognising the fact,
Esslin’s argument rests on the liberal humanist ‘assumption that there.are |

~some universal values that attain their significance not from any.of.the| &

[PV

Social value systems that he is so keen to disparage, but from the force of

it o iy et el e

{Reir own self-evident rectitude. These values.are.not.social,-political or

_ ideological, but are rather transcendent truths that do not need to refer .
" 1o any epistemological authority for their validation. Thus, Esslin’s argu-
ment abruptly brings a radical nihilism, which questions the validity of
all truth and meaning, up against a stout defence of the validity of a stock
of values that he deems to be unquestionable. He does not consider that
the integrity of his nihilism is compromised and undermined by his privi-
leging of such values, because he deems them to be natural rather than
cultural. But for many critics, to place a selection of values beyond the

range of the deconstructive power of art is itself an ideological move — !
the values that Esslin privileges in the name of an apolitical universalism
are those that underpin the Western bourgeois ideology that he is implicitly
protecting. As Eagleton has commented, one of the functions.of ideology
is to disguise its own ideological quality by presenting itself as natural,
" “and it is this naturalisation of the values of Western liberal humanism
~%hat accounts for Esslin’s silent distinction between.ideological and-extra-
meQanmrvnEmiHro universal reality that Esslin discovers in Beckett’s
drama, in which an individual confronts a confusing and irredeemable
world with honesty, bravery and poetry, is a corerstone of the Western
bourgeois ideology in which his critique is steeped: the world may be .
bleak and difficult, but there is nothing we can do about it, so we must
keep on going with humour and humility, stoically accepting the status

guo as the given and immutable condition of humanity. For some critics, M

Esslin’s interpretation of Beckett’s drama thus succeeded in transforming
a powerful critique of Western humanism into a defence of its most basic
tenets. Beckett appeared as an apologist for Western decadence, and an
advocate of a passive, stoical stance in the face of cultural unfreedom. He
seemed to substitute a delight in the faithful representation of an
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WAITING FOR GODOT, ENDGAME

history, because in the play ‘the individual himself is revealed to be a
historical category’. Where Esslin leans heavily on the figure of transcen-
dent ‘being’ as the content and the truth of Beckett’s drama, Adorno is
insistent that such a comforting quality is not to be found in the plays,
because being is revealed to be an outcome of capitalist development,
rather than something that can posit itself in a space outside social
processes. Transcendent ‘Being’, in Beckett’s drama, does not have the
authority to articulate itself without reference to social being.

W If individual experience in its narrowness and contingency has
interpreted itself as a figure of Being, it has received the authority to
do so only by asserting itself to be the fundamental characteristic of
Being. But this is precisely what is false. The immediacy of individua-
tion was deceptive; the carrier of individual experience is mediated,
conditioned. Endgame assumes that the individual’s clajm to autonomy
and being has lost its credibility.** O

Whilst Adorno rejects outright the notion that any kind of universal,
positive ‘message’ emerges from Beckett's drama, however, this does not
mean that his work is politically redundant, nor that the search for forms
of artistic resistance to ideological control is necessarily futile. The indi-
vidual for Adorno is ‘both the outcome of the capitalist process of
alienation and a defiant protest against it’,*” and the articulation of this
protest is what the drama strives for above all else. It is not that there is
no impulse towards protest against forms of unfreedom, but rather that
Beckett's drama does not offer an existing discourse in which to couch
such protest. The predicament in twentieth-century Europe is such that
there are no modes of direct expression available in which to articulate
dissent from a society that exercises ‘virtually unmediated control’ ~ to
grant the individual the power to do so (as critics such as Esslin tend to
do) is just another form of false consciousness. Endgame is a response to
the decline of culture in a period of rampantly triwmphant capitalism.
The situation depicted on the stage is one in which dialogue, language
and philosophy have degenerated into clichés and tautologies that offer
no way out of the claustrophobic confines of the ruined shelter. One
reason that Endgame is so powerful is because it is able to depict the reifi-
cation of culture so ruthlessly, and in doing so the possibility of leaving a
space for culture to speak with any authenticity or any truth is precisely
what is squeezed out. But at the same time as it confronts us with a cul-

/ ture that has ‘gone kaputt’, Endgame presents us with a voiceless

1

\

reflection on such a catastrophe — a dramatic urge towards a condermna-
tion of what has become of culture, which cannot find a voice and whose
only mode of expression is silence. This silent verdict on twentieth-
century culture cannot be mediated or paraphrased by philosophy or by
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theory, because it is the inability of these discourses to deal with the
depravity of post-Second World War culture that is the focal point of the
play. For Adorno, the intriguing double movement of Endgame is that it
both dismisses culture as being terminally closed in upon itself, unable to
find a way out of its own corruption in order to reflect upon itself as
bankrupt, and at the same time ‘surges beyond’ the confines of such
bankruptcy towards an enigmatic, silent negativity that is all that is left

of the subject in revolt. -

It is the challenge of interpreting and understanding this double move-
ment that Adorno suggests is the test for a philosophy ‘whose hour has
struck’. The following extract, which forms the introduction to ‘Trying to
Understand Endgame’, formulates the distinction: between existentialist
philosophy and Beckett's drama, and gestures towards a means of inter-
preting the play that can understand the limits and the nature of its revolt.

B Beckett’s oeuvre has many things in common with Parisian existen-
tialism. Tt is shot through with reminiscences of the categories of
absurdity, situation, and decision or the failure to decide, the way
medieval ruins permeate Kafka’s monstrous house in the suburbs.
Now and then the windows fly open and one sees the black, starless
sky of something like philosophical anthropology. But whereas in
Sartre the form — that of the piéce & thése - is somewhat traditional, by
no means daring, and aimed at effect, in Beckett the form overtakes
what is expressed and changes it. The impulses are raised to the level
of the most advanced artistic techniques, those of Joyce and Kafka. For
Beckett absurdity is no longer an ‘existential situation’ diluted to an
idea and then illustrated. In him literary method surrenders to
absurdity without preconceived intentions. Absurdity is relieved of
the doctrinal universality which in existentialism, the creed of the
jrreducibility of individual existence, linked it to the Western pathos
of the universal and lasting. Beckett thereby dismisses existential con-
formity, the notion that one ought to be what one.is, and with it easy
comprehensibility of presentation. What philosophy Beckett provides,
he himself reduces to cultural trash, like the innumerable allusions
and cultural tidbits he employs, following the tradition of the Anglo-
Saxon avant-garde and especially of Joyce and Eliot. For Beckett,
culture swarms and crawls, the way the intestinal convolutions of
Jugendstil ornamentation swarmed and crawled for the avant-garde
before him: modemism as what is obsolete in modernity. Language,
regressing, demolishes that obsolete material. In Beckett, this kind of
objectivity annihilates the meaning that culture once was, along with
its rudiments. And so culture begins to fluoresce. In this Beckett is
carrying to its conclusion a tendency present in the modern novel.
Reflection, which the cultural criterion of aesthetic immanence
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WAITING FOR GODOT, ENDGAME

something he declines to concern himself with, is so awkward.
Beckett shrugs his shoulders at the possibility of philosophy today, at
the very possibility of theory. The irrationality of bourgeois society in
its late phase rebels at letting itself be understood; those were the
good old days, when a critique of the political economy of this society
could be written that judged it in terms of its own ratio. For since then
the society has thrown its ratio on the scrap heap and replaced it with
virtually unmediated control. Hence interpretation inevitably lags
behind Beckett. His dramatic work, precisely by virtue of its restric-
tion to an exploded facticity, surges out beyond facticity and in its
enigmatic character calls for interpretation. One could almost say that
the criterion of a philosophy whose hour is struck is that it proves
equal to this challenge.

French existentialism had tackled the problem of history. In
Beckett, history swallows up existentialism. In Endgame, a historical
moment unfolds, namely the experience captured in the title of one of
the culture industry’s cheap novels, Kaputt. After the Second World
War, everything, including a resurrected culture, has been destroyed
without realising it; humankind continues to vegetate, creeping along
after events that even the survivors cannot really survive, on a rubbish
heap that has made reflection on one’s own damaged state useless. The
word kaputt, the pragmatic presupposition of the play, is snatched back
from the marketplace:

CLOV: [He gets up on ladder, turns the telescope on the without.} Let’s see.
[He looks, moving the telescope.] Zexo . . . [he looks] . . . zero . . . [he looks]
... and zero.

HAMM: Zommbm stirs. All is -

CLOV: Zer -

HAMM: [Violently.] Wait till you're spoken to. [Normal voice.] All is
...allis...allis what? [Violently.] All is what?

CLOV: What all is? In a word? Is that what you want to know?
Just a moment. [He turns the telescope on the without, looks, lowers the
telescope, turns towards HAMM.] Corpsed. [In the German translation
quoted by Adorno, ‘Kaputt!’.] (CDW 106)

The fact that all human beings are dead is smuggled in on the sly. An
earlier passage gives the reason why the catastrophe may not be men-

tioned. Hamm himself is vaguely responsible for it:

HAMM: That old doctor, he’s dead naturally?
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CLOV: He wasn't old.
HAMM: But he’s dead? .
CLOV: Naturally. [Pause.] You ask me that? (CDW 104)

The situation in the play, however, is none other than that in which
"There’s no more nature’ (COW 97). The phase of complete reification of
the world, where there is nothing left that has not been made by
human beings, is indistinguishable from an additional catastrophic
event caused by human beings, in which nature has been wiped out
and after which nothing grows any more:

HAMM: Did your seeds come up?

CLOYV: No.

HAMM: Did you scratch round them to see if they had sprouted?
CLOV: They haven't mmw.no—:na.

HAMM: Perhaps it’s still too early.

CLOV: If they were going to sprout they would have sprouted.
[Violently.] They'll never sprout. An..bs\ 98) :

The dramatis personae resemble those who dream their own death, in a
sshelter’ in which “it’s time it ended’ (CDW 93). The end of the world is
discounted, as though it could be taken for granted. Any alleged
drama of the atomic age would be a mockery of itself, solely because
its plot would comfortingly falsify the historical horror of anonymity
by displacing it onto human characters and actions and by gaping at
the ‘important people’ who are in charge of whether or not the button
gets pushed. The viclence of the unspeakable is mirrored in the fear of
mentioning it. Beckett keeps it nebulous. About what is incommen-
surable with experience as such one can speak only in euphemisms,
the way one speaks in Germany of the murder of the Jews. It has
become a total a priori, so that bombed out consciousness no longer
has a place from which to reflect on it. With gruesome irony, the des-
perate state of things provides a stylistic technique that protects the
pragmatic presupposition from contamination by childish science fic-
tion. If Clov had really exaggerated, as his companion, nagging him
with common sense, accuses him of doing, that would not change
much. The partial end of the world which the catastrophe would then
amount to would be a bad joke. Nature, from which the prisoners are
cut off, would be as good as no longer there at all; what is left of it
would merely prolong the agony.
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WAITING FOR GODOT, ENDGAME

simplification. Beckett, however, is not so dissimilar to Brecht. His dif-
ferentiatedness becomes an allergy to subjective differences that have
degenerated into the conspicuous consumption of those who can
afford individuation. There is a social truth in that. Differentiatedness
cannot absolutely and without reflection be entered onto the positive
side of the ledger. The simplification of the social process which is
underway relegates it to the faux frais, the ‘extras’, in much the same
way that the social formalities by means of which the capacity for dif-
ferentiation was developed are disappearing. Differentiatedness, once
the precondition of humanness [Humanitit], is gradually becoming
ideology. But an unsentimental awareness of this is not regressive. In
the act of omission, what is left out survives as something that is
avoided, the way consonance survives in atonal harmony. An
unprotesting depiction of ubiquitous regression is a protest against the
state of a world that so accommmodates the law of regression that it no
longer has anything to hold up against it. There is constant monitoring
to see that things are one way and not another; an alarm system with a
sensitive bell indicates what fits in with the play’s topography and
what does not. Out of delicacy, Beckett keeps quiet about the delicate
things as well as the brutal. The vanity of the individual who accuses
society while his ‘rights’ add to the accumulation of injustices is mani-
fested in embarrassing declamations like Xarl Wolfskehl’s
Deutschlandsgedicht [Poem on Germany]. There is nothing like this in
Beckett. Even the notion that he depicts the negativity of the age in
negative form would fit in with the idea the people in the Eastern
satellite states, where the revolution was carried out in the form of an
administrative act, must now devote themselves cheerfully to reflect-
ing a cheerful era. Playing with elements of reality, taking no stand
and finding pleasure in this freedom from prescribed activity, exposes
more than would taking a stand with the intent to expose. The name of
the catastrophe is to be spoken only in silence. The catastrophe that
has befallen the whole is illuminated in the horrors of the last cata-
strophe; but only in those horrors, not when one looks at its origins.
For Beckett, the human being - the name of the species would not fit
well in Beckett’s linguistic landscape - is only what he has become. As
in utopia, it is its last day that decides on the species. But mourning
over this must reflect — in the spirit - the fact that mourning itself is no
Jonger possible. No weeping melts the armour; the only face left is the
one whose tears have dried up. This lies at the basis of an artistic
method that is denounced as inhuman by those whose humanness has
already become an advertisement for the inhuman, even if they are not
aware of it..Of the motives for Beckett’s reductions of his characters to
bestialised human beings, that is probably the most essential. Part of
what is absurd in his writing is that it hides its face.
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FIRST RESPONSES

The catastrophes that inspire Endgame have shattered the indi-
vidual whose substantiality and absoluteness was the common thread
in Kierkegaard, Jaspers, and Sartre’s version of existentialism. Sartre
even affirmed the freedom of the victims of the concentration carps to
inwardly accept or reject the tortures inflicted upon them. Endgame
destroys such illusions. The individual himself is revealed to be a his-
torical category, both the outcome of the capitalist process of alienation
and a defiant protest against it, something transient himself. The indi-
vidualistic position constitutes the opposite pole to the ontological
approach of every kind of existentjalism, including that of Being and
Time, and as such belongs with it. Beckett’s drama abandons that posi-
tion like an outmoded bunker. If individual experience in its
narrowness and contingency has interpreted itself as a figure of Being,
it has received the authority to do so only by asserting itself to be the
fundamental characteristic of Being. But this is precisely what is false.
The immediacy of individuation was deceptive; the carrier of indi-
vidual experience is mediated, conditioned. Endgame assumes that the
individual’s claim to autonomy and being has lost its credibility. But
although the prison of individuation is seen to be both prison and illu-
sion - the stage set is the imago of this kind of insight — art cannot
break the spell of a detached subjectivity; it can only give concrete
form to solipsism. Here Beckett runs up against the antinomy of con-
temporary art. Once the position of the absolute subject has been
exposed as the manifestation of an overarching whole that produces it,
it cannot hold up; expressionism becomes obsolete. Art is denied the
transition to a binding universality of material reality which would
call a halt to the illusion of individuation. For unlike discursive
knowledge of reality, something from which art is not distinguished
by degrees but categorically distinct, in art only what has been ren-
dered subjective, what is commensurable with subjectivity, is valid.
Art can conceive reconciliation, which is its idea, only as the reconcil-
jation of what has been estranged. Were it to simulate the state of
reconciliation by joining the world of mere objects, it would negate
itself. What is presented as socialist realism is not, as is claimed, some-
thing beyond subjectivism, but rather something that lags behind it,
and at the same time the pre-artistic complement of subjectivism. The
expressionist invocation ‘O Mensch’ [‘Oh Man'] is the perfect comple-
ment to a social reportage seasoned with ideology. An unreconciled
reality tolerates no reconciliation with the object in art. Realism,
which does not grasp subjective experience, to say nothing of going
beyond it, only mimics reconciliation. Today the dignity of art is mea-
sured not according to whether or not it evades this antinomy through
luck or skill, but in texms of how it bears it. In this, Endgame is exem-
plary. It yields both to the impossibility of continuing to represent
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