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PREFACE

This is a book on a development in the contemporary
theatre: the type of drama associated with the names of Sam-
uel Becketl:,_ﬂugéne Toneseo, Arthur Adamov,. Jean., ‘Genet,
and a num a number of other avant-garde writers in France, Britain,
Italy, Spain, Germany, the United States, and elsewhere.

“Books on theatre subjects have a tendency to be ephemeral;
in most bookshops, the shelves with the autobiographies of
star actors and collections of last year’s hits have a tired look.

T should never have written this book had I not been con-
- vinced that- its siubject had an importance transcending the

somewhat confined world of theatre literature. For the theatre,

in spite of its apparent eclipse through the rise of the mass

media, remains of immense and, if anything, growing signifi-

-cance—pre015e1y because of the spread of the cinema and tele-

vision. These mass media are too ponderous and costly to
indulge in much experiment and inmovation. So, however re-
strictod the theatre and its audience may be, it is on the living
stage that the actors and playwrights of the mass media are
trained and gain their experience and the material of the mass
media is tested. The avant-garde of the theatre today is, more
likely than not, the main influence on the mass media of to-
morrow. And the mass media, in tumn, shape a great desl of
the thought and feeling of people throughout the Western
world.

Thus the type of theatre dlscussed in this book is by no
means of concern only to a marrow circle of intellectuals, It

‘may provide a new language, new ideas, new approaches, and
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a new, vitalized philosophy to transform the modes of thought
and feeling of the public at large in a not too distant future.
Moreover, a;:;’mugderstandmg of this kind of theatre, which
is still mmunderstooa%y some of the critics, L bell
also cast light on current tendencios of thought in other felds
or at least show hiow a new convention of this. sort eflects the.
cbangﬁsw}nmaeleneewpsyeholggyw@.d% philosophy that have
been taking place in the last half century. The theatre an art
more broadly based than poctry or abstract painting without
being, like the mass media, the collective product of corpora-
tions, is the point of intersection where the deeper trends of
changing thought first reach a larger public.

There has been some comment on the fact that the Theatre
of ‘the Absurd represents trends that have been apparent in
the more esoteric kinds of literature since the ninéteen-twenties
(Joyce, Surrealism, Kafka) or in painting since the first decade
of this century (Cubism, abstract painting). This is certainly
true. But the theatre could not put these innovations before
its wider public until these trends had had time to filter into a
wider consciousness. And, as this book hopes to show, the

fiéw type of art. ' V\/‘eé"‘b ke
"This book is an attempt to define the convention that has

come to be called the Theaire eaire of the Absurd: fo present the

ﬁ”?ﬁﬁ”’&f some of 15 ma]or e onents nts,and., .pro! id
fsome me of eu-
Hgstein i H“pl%_?s to 1ntroduce a ntmber of lesser known
wnters mﬁf]&zfg in the same or stmilar conventidfis; to show
d, sometimes decried as a search for novelty at.

all’ ¢0st, combines_a_nymber—of ery 3
spegtable traditional modes of hter‘__ :

i;hrg most representatwe ones—of the.present Situation of West- .
It has been rightly said that what 4 critic wants to under-
stand he must, at one time, have deeply loved, even if only
for a fleeting moment. This book is written from the point o
view of 2 critic who has derived some memorable experiences
from watching and readmg the work of the dramatists of the

e.an analysm ‘
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theatre can make its own very original contribution to l;gjig 5&5?

Preface xifi

Abgurd; who is convinced that as a trend the Theatre of the

- Absurd is important, significant, and has produced some of

the finest dramatic achievements of our time. On the other
hand, if the concentration here on this one type of theatre
gives the impression that its author is a partisan exclusively of

‘#ts particular convention and cannot derive pleasure from any

other type of theatre, this is due simply to his deliberate limi-
tation to one subject for this one book. The rise of this 5_new,
ongmal, and valuable dramatic convention ce y does nol nof,
“In the opinion of ¥His"GHYS, wipe out aﬁ that has gone befcre,
or invalidate the work of important dramatlsts, past, present
and to come, in other theatrical forms.

Tt is still too early to see clearly whether the Theatre of the
Absurd will develop into a separate type of drama, or whether
some of its formal and linguistic discoveries will eventually
merge with a wider tradition, enriching the vocabulary and
means of expression of the theatre at laxge. In either case, it
deserves the most serious attention,

In writing this book I have been greatly helped by some of
the authors discussed in it. The meetings I have had with
these dramatists have been exhi arating experiences that,
themselves, have already richly rewarded me for writing it. I
have been deeply touched by their kindness and am sincerely
grateful to them, notably to Mr, Samuel Beckett; M. Arthur
Adamov; M. and Mme. FEugdne Ionesco; Sefior Fermando
Arrabal; Sefior Manuel de Pedrolo; Mr. N. F. Simpson; and
Mr. Harold Pinter. ‘

I am also greatly indebted to Mr. Eric Bentley, who
combines great scholarship with an inspiring enthusiasm for
the theatre, and without whose encouragement and help this
book might not have been written; to Dr. Herbert Blau, of
the Actors’ Workshop in San Francisco; Mr, Edward Gold-
berger; Mr, Christopher Holme; Sefior F. M. Lorda; and Mr.
David Tutaev for drawing my attention to writers and plays
that fall within the purview of this book and for the loan of
valuable books and manuseripts, My thanks are also due to
Signora Connie Martellini Ricono, Mr. Charles Ricono, Miss
Margery Withers, Mr. David Schendler, Mrs. Cecilia Gillie,
and Mr, Robin Scott for helping me gain access to. valuable
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material and information, and to Miss Nancy Twist and
Messrs. Grant and Cutler for bibliographical assistance.

My wife helped me greatly by providing construchve criti-
cism and encouwragement.

MartIN EssLin

¢

London, March 1961\ ,

INTRODUCTION: THE ABSURDITY OF THE ABSURD

 On November 19, 1957, a group of worried actors were

_'preparmg to face their audience. The actors were members

of the company of the San Francisco Actors’ Workshop. The
audience consisted of fourteen hundred convicts at the San
Quentin penitentiary. No live play had been performed at San
Quentin since Sarah Bernhardt appeared there in 1913. Now,

: forty-four years later, the play that bad been chosen, largely
_-because no woman appeared in it, was Samuel Becketts Watk-
B mg for Gedot.

. No ‘wonder the actors and Herbert Blau, the du-ector, were
apprehenswe How were they to face one of the toughest au-
diences in the world with a highly obscure, intellectual play
that had produced near riots among a good many highly so-

- phisticated audiences in Western Europe? Herbert Blau de-

cided to prepare the San Quentin audience for what was to
come. He stepped onto the stage and ‘addressed the packed,
darkened North Dining Hall-a sea of flickering matches that
the convicts tossed over theitr shoulders after lighting their
cigarettes. Blau compared the play to a piece of jazz music
“to which one must listen for whatever one may find in it.”

“Tn the same wiy, he hoped, there would be some meaning,
. some personal significance for each member of the. audience

in, Waiting for Godot.
_'The curtain parted. The play began. And what had be-

* wildered. the sophisticated audiences of Paris, London, and

New York was irnmediately grasped by an audience of con-
victs, As the writer of “Memos of a First-Nighter” put it in
‘the columns of the prison paper, the San Quentin News:
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The trio of muscle-men, biceps overflowing, who parked
all 642 Ibs on the aisle and waited for the girls and funny
stuff. When this didn’t appear they audibly fumed and au-
dibly decided to wait until the house lights dimimed before
escaping. They made one error. They listened and looked
two minutes too long—and stayed. Left at the end, All
shook . , .1

Or as the writer of the lead story of the same paper reported,
under the headline, “San Francisco Group Leaves 5.0, Au-
dience Waiting for Godot™:

From the moment Robin Wagner’s thoughtful and Lim-
bolike set was dressed with light, until the last futile and
expectant handclasp was hesitantly activated between the
two searching vagrants, the San Francisco company had its
audience of captives in its collective hand, . . . Those that
had felt a less controversial vehicle should be attempted as
a first play hete had their fears allayed a short five minutes
after the Samuel Beckett piece began to unfold.

A reporter from the San Francisco Chronicle who was pres-
ent noted that the comvicts did not find it difficult to un-

-~ derstand the play One prisoner. told him, “Godot is society.”

Said another: “He’s the outside.”® A teacher at the prison was
quoted as saying, “They know what is meant by waiting .

and they knew if Godot finally came, he would only be a
disappointment.” The ledding article of the prison paper
showed how clearly the writer had understood the meaning
of the play:

It was an expression, symbolic in order to avoid all per-
sonal error, by an author who expected each member of his

. audience to draw his own conclusions, make his own errors.
It asked nothing in point, it forced no dramatized moral on
the viewer, it held out no specific hope. . . . We're stll
waiting for Godot, and shall continue to wait. When the
scenery gets too drab and the action too slow, we'll call
each other names and swear to part forever—but then,

" there’s no placeto gols .. . . "

It is said that Godot hlmself as well as turns of phrase and

!

N T R

Introduction: The Absurdity of the Absurd

xvii

characters from the play, have since become a permanent part

- of the private Ia.nguage, the institutional mythology of San
Quentm

Why did a play of the supposedly. esoterlc avant-garde

. make so immediate and so deep an impact on an audience of
"% convictsP Because it confronted them with a situation in some

ways analogous to their own? Perhaps. Or perbaps because

_they were unsophisticated enough to come to the theatre with-

out any preéconceived notions and ready-made expectations,

" 5o that they avoided the mistake that trapped so many estab- .

lished critics who condemned the play for its Jack of plot, de-
velopment, characterization, suspense, or plain common sense.
Certainly the prisoners of San Quentin could not be suspected
of the sin of intellectual snobbery, for which a sizable propor-

-tion of the audiences of Waiting for Godot have often been
" reproached; of pretending to like a play they did not even

begin to understand, just to appear in the know. -
-The reception of Waiting for Godot at San Quentin, and

‘the wide acclaim plays by Ionesco, Adamov, Pinter, and others
- have received, testify that these plays, which are so-often su-
- perciliously dismissed as nonsense or mystification, have some-

thing to say and can be understood.- Most of the incomprehen-
sion with which plays of this type are still being receivéd by
critics and theatrical reviewers, most of the bewilderment they
have, caused and to which they still give rise, come from- the
fact that they are part of a new, and stll developing, stage
convention that has not yet been generally understood and has
hardly ever been defined. Inevitably, plays written in this new
convention will, when judged by the standards and criteria of
another, be regarded as impertinent and outrageous impos-
tures, If a good play must have a cleverly constructed story,

- these have no story or plot to speak of; if a good play is judged

by subtlety of charactenzahon and motivation, these are often

explained theme, which is neatly exposed and finally solved,
these often havé neither 2 beginning nor.an-end; if a good

play is to hold the mirror up to nature and portray the man-
ners and mannerisms of the age in finely observed sketches,
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these” seem often to be reflections of dreams and nightmares;
if a good play relies cn ‘witty repartee and pointed dialogue,
i {these often consist of incoherent babblings.
’| ’)7 ““But the plays-we are conterned with here pursue ends qmte
i dﬁerenﬁrom those of the conventional play and therefore
" use quite different methods. They can be judged only. hy.the..
| standards of the Theatre of the Absurd, which it is the purpose
0 th15 bogk to define and clarify.

It must be stressed, however, that- the dramatists whose
work is here presented and discussed under the generic head-
ing ‘of the. Theatre of the Absurd do not form part._of.any
self-proclaimed or self-conscious school or.movement, On the
i contrary, each of the writers in question is an individual who-
! regards himself as @16ne outsider, cut off and isolated in his

private world. Each has his own. personal approach to both
subject matter and form; his own roots, sources, and back-

!}  ground If they also, very clearly and in spite of themselves, -

have a good deal in' common, it is because their work most
sensitively mirrors and reflects the preoccupations. and’ anxie-

Hes, the emotions and thmkmg of an important segment of; -

their contemporaries in the Western world,
- This is not to say that their works are representatwe of mass-
| attitudes. It is an: oversunphﬁcatlon to assume that any age
Bl presents a homogeneous pattérn. Ours being, more. than. most
" others, an age of transition, it dlsplays a bewilderingly strati-
i
|

eighteenth-century. rationalism and mid- nineteenth-century
Marxism, xocked by sudden voléanic eruptions of prehistoric
fanaticisms and primitive tribal cults, Each of these compo-
nents of the cultural pattemn of the age finds its characteristic

be seen as the reflection of what seems, the attitude most gens
uinely representative of our own time’s contribution. .

The hallmark of this attitude is its sense that the certitudes

4 . and unshakable basic assumptions of former ages have been

$wept away, that they have been tested and found wantmg,

‘that they have been discredited as cheap and somewhat child-_

li  ish illusions. The decline of religions faith was masked untll

i the end of the Second World War by the substitute religions®

fied_ picture: medieval beliefs still held and ‘ovedaid™ "By

artistic expression. The Theatre of the Absurd, however, .can -

[' of faxth .in progress, natienalism, and. various totahtmaﬂ fal- -
3

Introductwn The Absurdzty of the Absm'd
o lacies. All this was shattered - by the war, By 1942, Albert.

— 4
-

xix

‘Caraus was calmly putting the question why, since life had
lost” all . meaning, man ghould not.seek escape in suicide. In

"‘gne of the great, seminal heart-searchings of our time, The

Myth of Sisyphus, Camus tried to diagnose the human situa-
tion in 2 World of shattered beliefs: .

A worId that can be explained by reasonmg, however
faulty, is a familiar world. But in a universé that is suddenly
deprived of illusions and of light, man feels o' straniger. His

" {s'an irremediable exile, because he is. deprived of memories

‘ all his actions become senseless, absurd, useless.”? © «

“of a lost homeland as Touch as he lacks the hope of ‘a prom-
ised land to come. This divorce between mari and his life,

Absu:dity J .
"
(“*Absurd ongmally means out of harmony, in a musmal

- context. Hence'its dlchonary definition; “out of harmony with
- yéason or propriety; inéongruous, unreasonable, illogical.” In
. common ‘usage in the Enghsh—spealong world,

' 'sn'nply mean “ridiculous.”

“absurd” may
But this is not the sense in which
.Camus uses the word, dnd in which it is used when we speak
' the Theatre of the Absurd. In an essay on Kafka, Tonesco
‘deﬁned his understanding of the term ag follows:. “Absurd
is that which is devoid of purpese. . Cut offsfrom his re-
“ligious, metaphysical, and . transcendental Toots, map is lost

"This sense of metaphysical angl.ush at the absurdity of the
huiman condition is, broadly speaking, the theme 'of the plays

' of- Beckett Adamov, Ionésco, Genet, and the other writers -

discussed in this book, -But it is not merely the sub]ect matter

that defines what is here called the Theatre of the- Absurd.

A similar sense of the genselessness of life, of the inevitable
.devaluation of ideals, purity, and purposs, is also the theme of

“mauch of the work of dramatists like Giraudoux, Anouilh,

'Salacrou, Sartre, and Camus himself, Yet these writers differ
from the dramatists of the Absurd in an important respect:
They present their sense of the irrationality of the human con-
“dition in the form of highly lucid and logically constructed
reasoning, while the Theatre of the Absurd strives to express

s its sense. of the senselessness of the human condition and the

T
2 e

7 the actor and hls settmg, truly constlf:utes the feelmg of

g
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Inadequacy -of the’ ratlonal ~approach by -the open: abandon— . §
Jment of rational: déyiees and discursive thought.. ‘While Sartie - E
or Camu& express the new content i the old eonventlon the '

ceased to make sense, he does so in the elegantly ratronalrstlc Rt

Theatre of the Absurd goes a step further in trymg to achieve
a unity between its basic assumptions and thé form in.which
these are expressed. In some senses, the theatre of Sartre and
Camus is less adequate as an expression of the philosophy of
Sartre and Camus—in artistic, as distinet from phllosophlc,
tenns«-—than the Theatre of the Absurd, . SO

I Camus argues that in our chsrllusroned age the world has

and discursive style of an elghteenth -century. moralist, in Well-
constructed and polished plays. If Sartre argues that ex1stence

comes before essence and that human personality can be're- .
* duced to pure potentiality and the freedom to choose itself

anew at any moment, he presents his ideas in plays based ¢n
brilliantly drawn. characters_who remain wholly consistent and
thus reflect the old convention that each human being has a

core-of immutable, unchanging essence—in fact, an mmortal .

soul. And the beantiful phrasing and argumentative brilliance;
of both Sartre and Camus in their relentless probing still, by
implication, proclaim a tacit conviction that logica] discourse
can offer valid solutions, that the analysis of language will Iead
to the uncovering of basic concepts—Platonic ideas. « - 1%
This is an inner- contradiction that the- dramatlsts o the
Absurd are trymg, by instirict ‘and mtmi:lon rather than by

Absurd has renouneed argmng about the absurd1ty oTEH‘hﬁ- 7

man condition; ¥ 1 merely presents it in bemg—that is, in terrns
of concrete stage images of the absurdity of existence. This i3
the d dlﬂ"erence betweeri the approaeh-of the phllosopher and
. that of the poef; the difference, to take an example from an-’

other sphere, between the idea of God in the works‘of Thomas -

Aquinas or Spinoza and-the intuttion of God in those of St. -
Johin of the Cross or Meister Eckhart—the dlEerence between
theory and experience.

It is this striving for an integration between the. sub]e_‘cmt mat-
ter and the form in which it is expressed that separate; ltlle‘
Theah‘e of. the Absurd from the. Existentialist thedtre, .

The Theaf:re of the Absurd must also be’ dlstmgmshed from.

:

“

—
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another,lmportant and parallel trend .in the contemporary
E‘rench theatre, which. is equally preoceupied with the absurd-
Ityfénd uncertemty of the human condition: the “poetic avant-
: garde;’ thedtre  of dramatists’ like Mlchel "de Ghelderode;
]acques ‘Aqdiberti, Georges Neveux, and, in the younger gen-
‘eration, Georges Schehadé Henri Pichette; and Jean Vauthier,
'name only some ‘of its most impertant exponents, This is
. Yan even more difficult dividing line to draw, for the two ap-
' proaehes overlap a good deal. The “poetic avant-garde” relies
ott-faiptasy and dream reality as much, as the Theatre of the.
‘Absurd does; it also disrégards such traditional axioms as that
of ‘the basie uxity and consistency of each character or the
need for a plot. Yet basically the * “poetic: avant-garde” repre-
l&l’ senty a- different mood; it is moreJyncal and far less violent
and- grotesque. Even moré important is ‘its different attitude
: toward language: . the “poetic. avant—ga.rde relies to a far
greater extent' on consciously” “poetic” speech; it aspires to

' ;-plays that are in effect poems, images composed of a nch web

.of ‘verbal associations. g

The Theatre of the Absurd, on the other hand ‘tends to-
ard-a radical devaluatmn of language, toward a poetry that
erge from the concrete and ob;ectrﬁed images of the

-‘ v stage itsélf. The element of language still plays an important,
yet subordindte, part in this concepuon but what happens '

‘ -o,n :the stage’ “trariscends, and often contradicts, the words
spoken by the- characters In Ionesco’s The Chairs, for ex-

he in the banal words that are uttéred but in the fact that they
IIBoken to an ever-growing number of empty chairs:
Theatre of the Absurd is thus part of the “antl literary”
movement of our time, which has found ifs expression in ab-
< stract pamtmg, with its rejection of “literary” elements in pic-
tures, or in the “new novel” in France, with its reliance on the
* deseription of ob]ects and its rejection of empathy and an-

ments and so many of the efforts to create new forms of ex-
pression in all the arts the Theatre of the Absurd sho:rld be
- . centéred in Paris. - :

Thrs does not mean that the Theatre of the Absurd is essen-
tally French. It is broadly based on ancient strands of the

i ample'the poetle content of a powerfully poetic play does not-

,

. ‘thropomorphism. It is no coincidence that, like all these move-

N



xxii ’ . THE THEATRE OF TEX ABSURD

Western tradition and has its exponents in Britain, Spain, Italy,
Germany, Switzerland, and the United States as well as in
France. Moreover, its leading practitioners who. live in Paris
and write in French are not themselves Frenchmen.

As a powerhouse of the modern movement, Paris is an m-'

ternational rather than a merely French genter: it acts as 2
magnet attracting artists of all natlonahtlefg&ffo are in search
of freedom to work and to live nonconformist lives unham-
pered by the need to look over their shoulder to see whether,

their neighbors are shocked. That is the secret of Paris as the '

capital of the world’s individualists: Here, in a world of cafés
and small hotels, it is possible to live easily and urimolested.

That is why a cosmopolitan of uncertain origin like Apol-
linaire; Spaniards lke Picasso or Juan Gris; Russians like Xan-

- dinsky and Chagall; Rumanians like Tzara and Brancusi;

Americans like Gertrude Stein, Hemingway, and E. E. Cum-
mings; an Irishman like Joyee; and many others from the four
corners of the world could come together in Paris and shape
the modern movement in the arts and literature, The Theatre
of the Absurd springs from the same tradition and is nourished
from the same roots: An Inshman, Samuel Beckett; a Ruma-
nian, Eugéne Ionesco; a Russian of Armenian. origin, Arthur

' 'Adamov, not only found in Paris the atmogphere that allowed

them to experiment in freedom, they also found there the op- .
portunities to get their work produced in theatres.

The standards of staging and production in the smaller the-
atres of Paris.are often criticized as slapdash and. perfunctory,
that may indeed sometimes be the case; yet the fact remains:
that there is no other place in the world where so many first-
rate men of the theatre can be found who are adventurous
and intelligent enough to champion the experimental work of

new playwrights and to help them acquiré a mastery of ‘stage -
technique—from Lugné-Pos, Copean, and Dullin,to Jean- -

Louis Barrault, Jean Vilar, Roger Blin, Nicolas Bataille,

Jacques Mauclair, Sylvain Dhomme, Jean-Marie Serreau, and .

a host of others whose names are indissolubly.linked with the
rise of much that is best in the contemporary theatre.
Equally important, Paris also has a highly intelligent the-

atregoing public, which is receptive, thoughtful, and as able b

as it is eager to.absorb new ideas, Which does not mean that

Introduction: The Absurdity of the Absurd C i

" the first productions of some of the more startling manifesta-
- tions of the Theatre of the Absurd did not provoke hostile

demonustrations or, at first, play to empty houses. 'What mat-

_ters is that these scandals were the expression of passionate

concern and interest, and that even the emptiest houses con-
tained enthusiasts articulate enough to proclaim loudly and
effectively the merits of the original experiments they had
witnessed.
Yot in spite of these favorable circumstances, inherent in the
fertile cultural cllmate of Pa.ns, f;hﬁ_.sucﬂﬁmf. the. Theatre of
a . :

nis
enon of our age. That pﬁﬁ so strange and puzzhng, so clearly
devoid of the traditional attractions of the well-made drama,
. should within less than a decade have reached the stages of

the world from Finland to Japan, from Norway to the Argen-
tine, and that they should have stimulated a large body of
work in 2 similar convention, are.in themselves powerful and
entirely empirical tests of the importance of the Theatre of

" the Absurd.

The study of this phenomenon as hterat‘u.re, as stage tech-

S ‘nique, and as a manifestation of the thinking of its age must

proceed from the examination 'e_f the works themselves, Only
then can theéy be seen as part of an old tradition that may at
times have been submerged but one that can be traced back

" to antiquity, and only after the movement of today has been
- placed within its historical context can an attempt be made to

assess its significance and to establish its importance and the
part it has to play within the pattern of contemporary thought.

A public conditioned to an accepted convention tends to
receive the impact of artistie experiences through a filter of
critical standards, of predetermined expectations and terms of
reference; which is the natural result of the schooling of its
taste and faculty of perception. This framework of values, ad-
mirably efficient in itself, produces only bewildering results
when it is faced with a completely new and revolutionary con-
vention—a tug of war ensues between impressions that have
undoubtedly been received and critical preconceptions that
clearly exclude the possibility that any such impressions could
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l have been felt. Hence the storms of frustration and indigna-
gl tion always caused by works in a new convention.
It is the purpose of this book to provide a framework of
f reference that will show the works of the Theatre of the Ab-
surd within their own convention so that their relevance and
force can emerge as clearly to the reader as Waiting for Godot
did to the convicts of San Quentin,

THE THEATRFE, OF THE ABSURD
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- Chapter One

* 'SAMUEL BECKETT: THE SEARCH FOR THE SELF

" Tn his last-will and testament, Murphy, the hero of Sam-
uel Beckett’s early novel of that name, énjoins his heirs and

" ‘exectitors To place his"ashés in-a paper bag and take them to

“the Abbey Theatro, Lr. Abbey Street; Dublin . . . into what
the great and good Lord Chesterfield calls the necessary house,
‘where their happiest hours have been spent, on the right as
one goes down into the pit . . . and that the chain be there
pulled upon them, if possible during the performance of a
piece.” This is a symbolic act in the true irreverent spirit of
-the anti-theatre, but one that also reveals where the author

cu&m for Godot. réceived his first fmpressions of the type

R

of drama against which he reacted in his rejection of what.he.
has called “the grotesque fallacy of realistic art—"that misera~
“bie statement of line and surface’ and'the penny-a-line vul-

" gasity of aliterature.of notations.”

Samuel Beckett was born in.Dublin in 1906, the son of a
quantity surveyor. Like Shaw, Wilde, and Yeats, he came from
the _Eggfgg.&tamslrzish-,~mjd!dlgﬁg_]@,§,§wﬁnd was, though he later Iajt'
“Jis fajth, brought up “almost a Quaker,” as he himse!f once
put it3 It has been suggested that Beckett's preoccupation
with the problems of being and the identity of the self might
have sprung from the Anglo-Irishman’s inevitable and perpet-
ual concern with finding his own answer to the question “Who
am IP” But while there may well be & grain of truth in this,
it is surely far from providing a complete explanation for the
deep existential anguish that is the keynote of Beckett’s work
and-that clearly originates im lévels of his personality far deeper
than its social surface.

At the age of fourteen, Beckett was sent to one of the Anglo-
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Irishman’s traditional hoarding schools, Portora Royal School
at Enniskillen, County Fermanagh, founded by King James
1, where Oscar Wilde had also been a pupil. It is characteristic
of Beckett that he, whose writing ; reveals him as one of the
most tormented and ensitive of human beings, and 6f whori
it hias béen reported that “ever since His birth he had retained
a terrible memory of his mother’s womb™ not only became
dehg}hmt scholar but also excelled at games,
batting left-handed and be bowling right at cricket, and p]aymg
scrum half at Rugger,

In 1923, Beckett left Portora and entered Tnmty College
Dublin, where he read French and Italian, recciving his Bach-
elor of Arts degree in 1927. Such was his academic distinction
‘that he was nominated by his university as its représentative

in a traditional exchange of lecturers with the famous Ecole -

Normale Supérieure, in Paris. Accordingly, after a brief spell
of teaching in Belfast, he went to Paris for a two years’ stint
as a lecteur danglais at the Ecole Normale in the autumn of
1g28.
Thus began his lifelong association w1t}1 Paris. In .

met James Jo dmhewmwmmher\g&mmgmle,
ee, the brilliant opening

ur Exagmination round
His Factification for Incamzmtwn of Work in Progress, a col-
lection of twelve articles by twelve apostles, as a defense and
exegesis of their master’s as yet unnamed magnum opus, Beck-
ett’s contribution, headed “T¥ante . . Bruno . Vico . . Joyee,”
culminates. in a spirited assertion of the artist’s duty to express
the totality and complexity of his experience regardless of the
_public’s lazy demand for easy comprehensibility: “Here is di-
-rect expression—pages and pages of it. And if you don’t under-
stand t, Ladies and Gentlemen, it is because you are too deca-
dent to receive it, You are not satlsﬁed unless form is so strictly -

divorced from\content’“’that you_ean comprehend the one al-

bothering to read the other. This rapid skimming
and absoiption* of the sciht cream of sense is made possible
by what T may call a continuous process of copious. intellectual
salivation. The form that is an arbitrary and independent phe-
nomenon can fulfill no higher fumction than that of stimulus ™

-for a tertiary or quartary conditioned reflex of dribbling com-
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prehension.”® These are the articles of his faith that Beckett .

~ has put into practice in his own life’s work as a writer, with an

uncompromlsmg consistency almost terrifying in its purity.

In a letter to Harriet Shaw Weaver dated May 28, 1929,
Joyce speaks of his intention of having Beckett’s essay pub-
lished in an Italian review, In the same letter he mentions a
country picnic planned by Adrienne Monnier to celebrate the
twenty-fifth anniversary of Bloomsday. This was the Déjeuner
Ulysse hield on June 27, 1929, at the Hotel Léopold at Les
Vaux-de-Cernay, near Versailles. From Richard Ellmann’s bi-
ography of Joyce, we learn that Beckett was one of the guests,
who included Paul Valéry, Jules Romains, Léon-Paul Fargue,

- Philippe Soupault, and many other distinguished names, and

that on the return journey Beckett aroused the wrath of Paul

. Valéry and Adrienne Monnier by repeatedly prevailing upon

Joyce to have the bus stopped so that they might have yet
another drink at some wayside café,

- During his first stay in Paris, Beckett also made his mark as
a poet by winning a literary prize—ten pounds, for the best
poem on the subject of time; in a competition inspired by
Naney Cimard and judged by her and Richard Aldmgton

. Beckett's poem, provocatively entitled “Whoroscope,” presents

the philosopher Descartes mieditating on time, hens” eggs, and
evanescence, The little booklet, published in Paris by the Hours
Prass in an edition of a hundred signed copies at five shillings,
and two hundred unsigned ones at a shilling, has become a
collector’s piece, with the little slip pasted on it that informs the
reader-of the award of the prize and that this is “Mr. Samuel

" Beckett’s first separately published work.”

For his newly found friend James Joyce, Beckett also em-
barked ona daring attempt at rendering the “Anna Livia

- Plurabelle” passage from Work in Progress into French. But

this ‘undertakirig, in which he was assisted by Alfred Péron,
had to be abandoned {and was carried to completion by Joyce,
Soupault, and a number of others) in the course of 1930, when
Beckett rettrned to Dublin to take the post of assistant to the
professor of Romance languages at Trinity College.

Thus, at the age. of. twenty-four, Beckem_m_gd to be
launched, on 4 safe and brilliant acggemc and literary career.

"H& obtained his Master of Arts degree. HIS study gf Proust,
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commissioned by a London publisher and written while he was
still in Paris, appeared in 1931. It is a penetrating interpreta-
tion of Proust’s work as an exploration of time, but it also fore-
shadows many of Beckett's themes in the works he was still to
write—the Jmposs1b1]1ty of possession in love, and the illusion
of friendship: * . . if love . . . is a function of man’s sadness,

friendship is a funotion of his cowardice; and if neither can be
realised because of the impenetrability (isolation) of all that .
is not ‘cbsa mentale,” at least the failure to possess may have

the nobility ‘of that which is tragic, whereas the attempt to
communicate where no communication is possible is merely a
‘simian vulgarity, or horribly comic, like the madness that holds
a conversation with the furniture.”? For an artist therefore,
“the only possible spiritual development is in the sense of

depth. The artistic tendency is not expansive, but a contrac-_
tion. And art is the apotheosis of solitude. There is no com--

munication because there are no vehicles of communication.”s
Although these. 1deas are expositions of Proust’s thought, and
although. today he stresses that he wrote the little book on

order, not out of any deep affinity with Proust, Beckett clearly .

put many of his personal feelings and views into it.
To one who felt that habit and routine was the cancer . of

lecturer’s work’ must have’ appeared -unbearable. After only

~ four terms at Trmxty Coﬂege Jhe had had enough He. threw.

‘up his career and cut himself 100se. from -all routine and ‘social _
duties. Like Belacqua, the ‘hero of his volume of short stories
More Pricks Than Kicks, who, though indolent by natureé, “en-
livened. the last phase of his solipsism ..
that the best-thing he had to do was to move. constantly from
placé to place,”® Beckett embarked on a period of Wander-
jahre, Writing poems and storjes, doing odd jobs, he moved
*from Dublin to London to Paris, traveled through France and
Germany. It is sm'ely no comcldence that so many of Beckett’s

later; characters are f.l'amps and Wanderers, and that all are’

Ionely

" time, social intercourse a mere iltusion, -and the artist’s life of
necessity a life of solitude, the daily grind of a university

. . with the belief

- More. Pncks Than Kicks is set in Dublm the next volume -

a slim collection of poems, Echo’s Bones and Other Precipi-
tates (1935), widens its references to landmarks from Dublin

"
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' (Gumesss barges by O'Connell Bridge) to Paris (the Ameri-
ean Bar in the Rue Mouffetard) and London (the “grand old
Briti¢h Museum,” Ken Wood and Tower Bridge). Beckett’s

. _stay in’ London also left its mark on ]:us first novel, Murpl;yw

(1938): the “World’s End” on the fringes of Chelsea the
area around the Caledonian market and Pentonvﬂle, Gower'

Street
Whenever he passed through Paris, Beckelt went to. see

' Joyce. In Richard Ellmann’s words, “Beckett was addicted to

silences, arid so was Joyce; they engaged in conversations
- which consisted often in silences. directed towards. each other,

| _both suffused with sadness, Beckett. mostly for the world,

Joyce mostly for himself. Joyce sat in his habitual posture,
legs crossed, toe of the upper leg tnder the instep of the lower;

Beckett, also tall and slender, fell into the same gesture. Joyce
suddenly asked some such question as "How could the idealist
Hume write a history?” Beckett replied, ‘A history of represen-
tations.” "0, Beckett read Joyce passages from the works of
Fritz Mauthner, whose Critique of Language was one of the
first works to point to the fallibility of language as a medium
for the discovery and communication of metaphysical truths.

But “though he liked having Beckett with him, Joyce at the

" same time kept him at a distance. Once he said directly: T

don’t love anyone except my family’ in a tone which suggested,

" don’t like anypne except my fa