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24 The Theatre of the A bsurd

by writing, now more slowly and with geeater difficulty than
at the time of his great creative outburst.

When Alan Schoeider, who was to direet the first American
production of Waiting for Gadat, asked Beckett who or what
was meant by (Gidot, he received the answer, ‘If I knew, I
would have said so in the play."8

Thia is a salutary warnjng to anyone who approaches Beck-
ett’s plays with the intention of discovering rhe key to their
understanding, of demonstrating in exact and definite terms
what they mean. Such an undertaking might perhaps be justi-
fied i tackling the works of an author who had started from a
clear-cut philosophical or moral eonception, and had then
proceeded fo translate it into concrete terms of plot and char-
acter, But even in such a case the chances are that the final
product, if it turned out a genwine work of the creative imagi-
vation, would transcend the author's original intentions and
present itself as far richer, more complex, and open to g
multitede of additional interpretations. For, as Beckett him-
self has pointed out in his essay on Toyee’s Work in Progress,
the form, structore, and mood of an artistic statement cannot
be separated from its meaning, its conceptual content: simply
because the work of art as a whole is its rocaning, what is sajd
in it is indissolubly linked with the manner in which it is said,
and cannot be said ip any other way. Libraries have been
filled with attempts to reduce the meaning of a play like Ham-~
let to a few short and simple lines, yet the play itself remains
the clearest and most concise statement of its meaning and
message, precisely because its uncertainties and irreducible
ambiguities are an ¢ssential slement of its total impact,

These considerations apply, in varying degrees, 10 all works
of creative literature, but they apply with particular force to
works that are essentially concerned with conveying their au-
thot's sense of mystery, bowilderment, and aunxiety whea con-
fronted..with the human condition, and bis despair at being:
unable to find a meaning in cxistence. In Waiting for Godot,
the feeling of uncertainty it produces, the ebb and flow of this
uncertainty—from the hope of discovering the identity of

18 Al;m Schpeider, *Waiting for Beckett’, Chelsea Review, New
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Godot to its repeated disappointment—are themselves the es-
sence of the play. Any endeavour to arrive at a clear and
certajn interpretation by establishing the identity of Godot
through critical analysis would be as fooligh as trying to dis-
cover the clear outlines hidden behind the ahiaroscuro of a
painting by Rembrandt by scraping away the paint.

Yet it & only natural that plays written in so uttusual and
baffling a convention should be felt to be in special need of
an explanation that, as it were, would uncover their hidden
meaning and translate it into everyday language, ‘The source
of this fallacy lies in the misconception that somehow these
plays must be reducible to the conventions of the “normal’
theatre, with plots that can be summarized in the form of a
barrative. If only one could diseover some hidden clue, it is
felt, these difficult plays could be foreed to yield their secret
and reveal the plot of the conventional play that is hidden
within them. Such attempts are doomed to failure. Beckett’s
plays lack plot even more completely than other wotks of the
Theatre of the Absurd. Instead of & linear development, they
present their authot's intuition of the human condition by a
method that is essentially polyphonic; they confront their au-
dience with an organized structure of statements and images
that interpenetrate each other and that must be apprehended
in their totality, rather like the different_ theres in s sym-
phony, which gain meaning by their simultancous interaction.

But if we have to be cautious i our approach to Beckett's
plays, to avoid the pitfall of trying to provide an oversimpli-
fied explapation of their meaning, this does not imply that we
cannot subject them to carcfy) scrutiny by isolating sets of
images and themes and by attempting to discern their styie-
tueal groundwork. The results of sueh an examination should
make jt easicr to follow the author's intention mnd to see, if
not the answers to his questions, at least what the questions
are that he i asking,

Wiaiting for Godot docs not tell a gtory; it explores a static
situation. ‘Nothing happens, nobody comes, nobody goes, it's
awful.'® On g country road, by a tree, two old tramps,

1% Beckett, Waiting for Godot (Lomdon: Faber & Faber. 19593,
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Vladimir and Estragon, are waiting. That i§ the opening situa-
tion ot the beginning of act 1. At the end of act I they are
informed that Mr Godot, with whom they belicve they have
an sppointment, cannot come, but that he will surely come
tomorrow. Act II repeats precisely the same pattern. 'The same
hoy arrives and delivers the same message. Act I ends:

BSTRAGON: Well, shall we go?
VLADIMIR: Yes, let™s po.
[They do not move.]

Act Il ends with the same lines of dialogue, but spoken by the
same characters in rcversed order.

The sequence of events and the dialogue in each act are
different. Bach time the two tramps encounter another pair of
characters, Pozzo and Lucky, master and slave, noder differ-
ing circumstances; in each act Viadimir and Estragon attempt
suicide and fail, for differing reasons; but these variations
merely serve to emphasize the essential sameness of the situa-
tion—plus ¢a change, plus c’est la méme chose.

Viadimir and Estragon—who call each other Didi and
Gogo, although Vladimir is addressed by the boy messenger
as Mr Albert, and Bstragon, when asked his name, roplies
without hesitation, Catullus—are clearly derived from the pairs
of cross-talk comedians of music halla. Their dialogue has the
pecaliar repetitive quality of the cross-talk conredians’ patter.

ESTRAGON: So long as one Knows.
VEADIMIR: Om¢ can bide one's time.
BSTRAGON: One knows what to expect.
VLADIMIR: No further tiecd to worry.20

And the parallel to the music hall #nd the ¢ircus is even ex-
plicitly stated:

vianmMir: Charming evening we’re having.
ESTRAGON: Unforgettable.

VLADIMIR: And it's pot over.

ESTRAGON: Apparently not.

20 Beckett, Waiting for Godot, p. 37.
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VLADIMIR: It's only the beginning.

BSTRAGON: It's awful.

VLADIMIK: It's worse than being at the theatre,
ESTRAGON: The cirens.

VLADIMIR: The music hall,

ESTRAGON: The circus 2t

In accordance with the traditions of the music hall or the
circus, there is an element of crudely physical bumor: Estra-
gon loses bis trousers, thete is a protracted gag involving
theee hats that are put on and off and handed on in o se.
quence of secmingly unending confusion, and there is an
abundance of pratfalls—the writer of & penetrating thesis on
Beckert, Niklaus Geszner, lists nq fewer than forty-five stage
directions indicating that one of the characters Icaves the up-
right position, which symbolizes the dignity of man.22

As the members of a cross-talk act, Vladiniir and- Estragon
have complementary persoalitios. Viadimir is the more prac-
tical of the two, and Estragon claims to have been a poet, In
eating his carrot, Estragon finds that the more he eats of it
the Iess he likes it, while Viadimir reacts the oOpposite way—
be likes things as he gets used to them. Bstragon is volatile,
Vladimir persistent. Estragon dreams, Viadimir cannot stand
hearing about dreams. Vladimir bas stinking breath, Estragon
bag stinking feet. Viadimir remembers past events, Estragon
tends to forget them as goon as they have happened. Estragon
likes telling funny stories, Viadimir is upset by them, It js
mainly Viadimir who voices the hope that Godot will come
and that his coming will change their situation, while. Estragon
remaips sceptical throughout and at times even forpets the
name of Godot. It is Viadimir who conducts the conversation
with the boy who is Godot’s messenger and to whom the boy’s
messages arc addressed. Estragon is the weaker of the two;
he s beaten vp by mysterious strangers cvery night. Viadimir
at times acts as his protecior, sings him to sleep with 2 luflaby,
and covers him with his coat, The opposition of their tem-
peraments is the canse of endless bickering between them and
often leads to the suggestion that they should paxt, Yet, being

2 jhid,, p. 34.
22 (Jessner, op. cit,, p. 37.
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complementary natures, they also are dependent on each
other and have to stay together.

Pozzo and Lucky are equally complementary in their na-
tures, but their relationship is on a more primitive level; Pozzo
is the sadistic master, Lucky the snbmissive slave. In the first
act, Pozzo is rich, powerful, and certain of himself; be rep-
resents worldly man in all his facile and shortsighted optimism
and illusory feeling of power and permanence. Lucky not
only carries his heavy lnggage, and even the whip with which
Pozzo beats him, be also dances and thinks for him, or did so
in his primse. In fact, Lucky taught Pozzo all the higher val-
ues of life: ‘beauty, grace, truth of the first water’.2® Pozzo
and Lucky represent the relationship between body apd mind,
the matetial and the spiritual sides of man, with the intclleet
subordinate to the appetitcs of the body. Now that Lucky's
powems are failing, Pozzo complaina that they canse him un-

told soffering. He wants to get rid of Lucky and scll him at

the fair. But in the second act, when they appeat again, they
are still tied together. Pozzo has gone blind, Lucky has be-
come dumb. ‘While Pozzo drives Lucky on a journey without
an appatcnt goal, Viadimir has prevailed upon Estragon to
wait for Godot,

A good:deal of ingenuity has been expended in trying to
establish at lcast an etymology for Godot's name, which would
point to Beckett’s couscions or subconscious intention in mak-
ing him the objective of Viadimir's and Estragon's quest. It
has been suppested that Godot is a weakened form of the
word 'God’, a diminutive formed on the amalogy of Pierre-
Pierrot, Charles-Charlot, with the added association of the
Charlic Chaplin character of the litle man, who is calfed
Charlot in Prance, and whose bowler bat js worn by all four
main characters in tho play. It has also been noted that the
title En Attendmnt Godot seems to contain an allusion to
Simone Weil’s book Attente de Dieu, which would furnish a
further indication that Godot stands for God. Yet the natoe
Godot may also be an even more recondite fiterary allusion.
As Bric Bentley has pointed out, there is a chatacter in a
play by Balzac, a character much talked abont but never scen,

28 Waiting for Godet, p. 33,
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and called Godeau.? The play in guestion is Balzac's comedy
Le Faiseur, bettet known as Mercadet. Mercadet is -a Stock
Exchange specnlator who ig in the habit of attributing his
financial difficulties to his former parter Godeau, who, years
before, absconded with theit joint capital: ‘e porte le poids
du crime de Godeaw” On the other hand, the hope of
Godeau's eventual retirn-and the repayment.of the embezzled
fl_mds is constantly dangled by Mercadet before the eyes of
his numerous creditors. “Tout le monde a son Godeau, un
Jeux Christophe Colomb! Aprés tout Godeau . . . je erois
qu'il m'a déjd rapporté plus dargent qu’il ne m'en a prist
The plot of Mercadet toms on a last, despetate specnlation
based on the appearance of a spurions Godean, But the fraud
is discovered. Mercadet seems rnined. At this moment the
real Godeau is announced; he has returned from India with a
huge fortune. The play ends with Mercadet exclaiming, Fai
moniré tant de fois Godeau que fai bien le droit de le voir.

- Allons voir Godeau/'*®

The pasallels are too striking to make it probable that this
is a mere coincidence. In Beckett's play, ss in Balzac's, the
arrival of Godot is. the eagetly awaited event that will miracu-
Jonsly save the situation; and Beckett is as fond as Joyce of
subtle and recondite litexrary allusions.

Yet whether Godot is meant to suggest the intervention of a
supernatoral agency, or whether he stands for a mythieal
Imman being whose arrival is expected to change the situa-
tion, or both of thess possibilities combined, his exact pature
is of secondary importance. The subiect of the play is. not
Godot but_waitin j and
characteristic aspect of the human condition. Throughouf oo
2it_for something, and ¢ % -
senis The objective of our waiting—an- a thing..a pers
deafh, Morca 10 the apt ol wetng-thal-weexperience
the Bo& of rime in . pugen, most-evident S, 1f we are
active, we tend to forpet the passage of time, we pass the
time, but if we are merely passively waiting, we are com-
fronted with the action of time itself. As Beckett points out

24 Eric Bentley, What is Theatre? (Boston: Beacou Press, 1956),

p. 158.
26 Honoré de Balzac, (Euvres Complétes (Pariz, 1866), XIX.
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in his analysis of Proust, "There is no escape from the hours
and the days. Neither from tomortow nor from yesterday be-
cause yesterday has deformed us, or been deformed by wus.
« . . Yesterday is not a milcstone 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
mote weaty becausc of yesterday, we arc other, no longer
what we were before the calamity of yesterday.?® The flow
of time confronts us with the basic problem of bemp—the
problem of the nature of the self, which, being subject to
constant change in time, is in constant flux and therefore ever
outsidc our prasp--‘personality, whose permanent reslity can
only be apprehended as a retrospective hypothesis. The in-
dividual is the seat of a copstant process of decantation, slyg-
gish, pale and monochrome, to the vessel containing the fluid
of past time, agitated and mmulticolowred by the phenomena
of its hours."*"

Being eubject to this process of time flowing through us
and changing vs in doing 50, we are, at no single moment in
our lives, identical with oursclves. Hence ‘we are disappointed
at the nullity of what we are pleased to call dttainment. But
what js attainment? The identification of the subject with the
object of his desire. The sbject has died—and perhaps many
timés on the way.”28 If Godot s the object of Viadimir's and
Estrapgon’s desire, he seems peturally ever beyond their reach.
It is significant that the boy who acts as go-between fails to
recognize the pair from day to dey. The Freach version ex-
plicitly 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 imsists that
this is the first fime he has acted as Godot's messenger. As
the boy leaves, Vladimir tries to impress it upon him: “You're
gurc you saw me, ch, 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 recognize them. Can we
ever be sure that the human beings we rocet are the same
today as they were yesterday? When Pozzo and Lucky first

20 Proust, pp. 2-3. '

27 jbid,, pp. 4-5.
28 Proust, p. 13.
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appear, neither Vladimir nor Bstragon scems to recognize
themn; Estragon even takes Pozzo for Godot. But after they
have gone, Vladimir comments that they bave changed since

their Jast appearance. Estragon insists that he didnt kmow
them,

VLADIMIR: Yes you do know them.

ESTRAGON: No ] don't know them,

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

ESTRAGON: Why didn't they recogpize us, then?

veaomvIr: That means nothing, 1 too pretended not to tecog-
nizs them. And then nobody ever recognizes us.2®

Tn the second act, when Pozzo and Lucky regppest, eruelly
deformed by the action of time, Viadimir apd Bstragon again
have their doubts whether they are the same people they met
on the previcus day. Nor does Pozzo rémember them: T don™t
remember having met anyone yesterday. But tomorrow I
won't remember having met abyone today.’RO

Waiting is to experience the action of time, which is con-
stant change. And yet, ag nothing real ever happens, that
change is in itself an illogion, The ceaseless activity of time is
sclf-defeating, puiposeless, and therefore null and void. The
more things change, the more they sre the same. That is the
tertible stability of the world. *The tears of the world are =
constant guantity. For each one who beging to weep, sotne-
where elsc another stops.™ One day is Jike amother, and
when we die, we might never have existed. As Pozzo ¢xelaims
in his great final outburst:

‘Have you not done tormenting me with your acenrsed
time? . . . One day, is that not enough for you, onc day
like amy other day he went dumb, one day I went blind,
onc day we'll go deaf, onc day, we were horn, one day
we'll die, the same day, the samc second. . . . They give
birth astride of a grave, the light pleams an instant, then
it’s night once more.’s2
 Waiting for Gedot, p, 48,

80 fbid., p. 58.
81ibid,, p. 32.
82ibid., p. 89.
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And Viadimir, shortly afterwards, agrees; ‘Astride of a grave
and a difficult birth, Down in the hole, lingeringly, the grave-
digger puts on the forceps.'’?

Stil Vladimir and Estragon live in hope: they wait for
Godot, whose coming will bring the flow of time to a stop.
“Tonight perhaps we shall sleep in his place, in the warmth,
dry, our bellies full, on the straw. It is worth waiting for that,
is it not?® This passage, omitted in the Bnglish version,
clearly sugpests the peace, the rest from waiting, the sense of
having arrived in 2 haven, that Godot represents to the two
tramps. They are hoping to be saved from the cvanecseence
and instability of the illusion of time, and to find peace and
permanencs outside it. Then they will no longer be tramps,
homeless wanderers, but will have arrived home.

Vladimir and Estragon wait for Godot although their ap-
pointment with him is by no means certain. Estragon does

RESERVES

not remember it at all. Viadimir is not quite sure what they

asked Godot to do for them. It was ‘nothing very definite , . .
a kind of prayer . . . a vaguc supplication’. And what had
Godot promised them? "That he'd see . . . that be would
think it over . . .'88 ]

When Beckett is asked about the-theme of Waiting for

Godot, he sometimes refers to a passage in the writings of St .

Angustine: “There is a wonderful sentence in Augustine, 1

wish I could remember the Latin. It is even finer in Latin :

than in English. “Do not despair: one of the thieves was

saved, Do not presume: one of the thieves was damped.™® .
And Beckett sometimes adds, ‘I am interested in the shape of

ideas even if I do not believe in them. . . ., That sentence
has a wonderful shape. It ia the shape that matters.”6
The theme of the two thicves on the cross, the theme of

the umcertainty of the hope of salvation and the fortuitous-

ness of the bestowal of grace, does indeed pervade the whole

play. Viadimir states it right at the beginning: ‘Ome of the .

83 jbid., p. 91.

14 Beckett, En Attendant Godot (Pasis: Les Editions de Minuit, |

1952), p. 30.
86 Walting for Godor, p. 18.

38 Boekett, quoted by Harold Mobsom, op. cit, and by Alan

Schaeider, op. cit.
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thieves was saved. . . . It's a teasonable percentage.’” Later
he enlarges on the subject: ‘Two thieves. . . . One is sup-
posed to have been saved and the other . . . dammed, . . .
And yet how ig it that of the four evangelists only one speaks
of a thief being saved? The four of them were there or thege-
abouts, and only one speaks of a thief being saved. . . . Of
the other three two don’t mention any thieves at all and the
third says that both of them abused him.’® Therc is a fifty-
filty chance, but as only one out of four wittesses reports it,
the odds are considerably reduced. But, as Viadimir points
out; it is a curious fact that everybody seems to believe that
one witness: ‘Tt is the only version they know.’ Estragon,
whoge attitude has beey one of scepticism throughout, merely
comments, ‘People are bloody jgoorant apes.’s?

It is the shape of the idea that fascinated Beckett. Out of all
the malefactors, out of all the millions and millions of crimi-
nale that have been executed im the course of history, two,
only two, had the chance of receiving absolution in the howr
of their death in so mmiquely effective a manner. One hap-
pened to make a hostile remark; be was damned. One hap-
pened to contradict that hostile remark; he was saved. How
easily could the roles bave been reversed, These, after all,
were not well-considered judgements, but chance exclama-
tions uttered at a moment of supreme suffering and stress. As
Pozzo says about Lucky, ‘Remark that 1 might easily have
been in his shoes and he in mine. Tf chance had not willed it
otherwise. To each one his due.”® And then our shose might
fit ns one day and wot the next: BHstrapon’s boots torment
him in the first act; in Act II they fit him miraculously.

Godot himgelf is unpredictable in bestowing kindness and

‘punizhment. The boy who is hit messepper minds the goats,

and Godot treats him well. But the boy’s brother, who minds

‘the sheep, iy beaten by Godot. ‘And why doesn’t he beat

you? asks Viadimir. ‘T don’t know, sir="Je ne sais pas, Mon-

‘sieur'=the boy replics, using the words of the apache who

had stabbed Beckett. The paralle] to Cain and Abe) s evident:

37 Wailing for Godot, p. 11.
B8 ihid.

8% bid., p. 31.

40 jbid., pp. 12-13.
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there too the Tord’s grace fcll on one rather than on the other
without any rational explanation—only that Godot beats the
minder of the sheep and cherishes the minder of the goats,
Here Godot also acts contrary to the Son of Man at tho Last
Judgement: ‘And he shall set the sheep on his right hand; but

RESERVES

the goats on the lefr.’ But if Godot’s kindness is bestowed -

fortuitonsly, his coming is not a source of pure joy; it can
also mean dampation, When Estragon, in the second act,

believes Godot to be approaching, his first thought is, ‘Tm

- accursed.” And as Vladimir triumphantly exclaims, ‘It's Godot!

At last! Let's go and meet him,’ Estragon ruris away, shout-

ing, Tm in hellf41

The fortuitons bestowal of grace, which passes humsn vn- -
derstanding, divides mankind into those that will be saved -

and those that will be damned. Whem, in Act II Pozo and
Lucky return, and the two tramps try to identify them, Rstra-

gon calls oot, ‘Abell Abell’ Pazzo immediately responds. But

when Estragon calls out, ‘Cain! Cainl’ Poz2o responds again.
‘He’s all mankind,” concludes Estragon.42

There j3 even a suggestion that Pozzo’s activity is con- -
cerned with his frantic attempt to draw that fifty-fifty chance °
of salvation upon ‘himself. In the first act, Pozzo is on his -
way 10 sell Lucky ‘at the fair'. The French version, however,
specifles that it is the ‘marché de Saint-Sauveur~the Market
of the Holy Saviour—to which be is taking Lucky. Is Pozzo -

trying to sell Lucky to redeem himsclf? Is he trying to divert
the fifty-fifty chance of redemption from Lucky (in whose

shoes he might casily have been himself) to Pozzo? He cer-
tainly complains that Lucky is causing lim great pain, that hte :
is killing him with his mere presence—perhaps because his

mere presence reminds Pozzo that it might be Lucky who will

be redeomed. When Lucky gives his famous demonstration

of his thinking, what is the thin thread of sehse that secms

to 1mderlie the opening passage of his wild, schizophrenic -

‘word salad'? Again, it seems to be concerned with the for-

tuitousness of salvation: ‘Given the existence ,

® 4libid, pp. 734,
42 jbid., pp. 83—4.

. of a per- -
sonal God . . . outside time without ¢xtension who from the :
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heights of divine apathis divine athambia divine aphasia loves
us dearly with some exceptions for reasons unknown | . .
- « with thosc who for reasons unknown are
plunged in torment. . . ' Kere again we have the personal
God, with his divine apathy, his specchlessncss (aphasia),
and his lack of the capacity for terror or amazement (atham-
bia), who loves us dearly—with some exceptions, who will be
Plunged into the torments of hell, In other words, God, who
does not communicate with us, eannot feel for vs, and con-
demns us for reasons unknown,

When Pozzo and Lucky reappear the next day, Pozzo blind
an_d Lucky dumb, 1o more is heard of the fair. Pozzo has
failed to sell Lucky: his blindness in thinking that he could
thus influence the action of grace has been made evident iy
concrete physical form,

That Waiting for Godot is concerned with the hope of sal-
vation throuph the workings of grace scems clearly estah-
lished both from Beckett’s own evidence and from the text
itself. Does this, however, mean that it §s & Christian, or even
:(hat if Is a religions, play? There have been s ntumber of very
Ingenjous interpretations in this senge, Vladimit’s and Estra-
gon’s waiting is explained as signifying their steadfast faith
and hope, while Viadimir's kindness to his friend, and the
two: tramps® mutual interdependence, are scen as symbols of
Christian charity. But these religions interpretations seemn o
overloak a number of cssential features of the play—its con-
stant stresq on the uncertainty of the appointment with Godot,
Godot’s wareliability and irrationality, and the repeated dem-
onstration of the futility of the hopes pinned on him. The act
of waiting for Godot'is shown as cagentially absurd., Admit-
tedly it might be a case of '‘Credere quin absurdum esr’, yet
it might even more forcibly be taken as a demonstration of

.. the proposition ‘Absurdum est crederc.’

_ Theve is one feature in the play that Jeads ope to agsume
there is a better solution to the tramps’ predicament, which
they themselves both consider preferable to waiting for Godot
—that i5, suicide. ‘We should have thonght of it when the
world was young, in the nineties. . . . Hand in hand from

40 ibid,, p, 42.
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the top of the Biffel Tower, among the first. We were respect-
able it those days., Now it's too late. They wouldn’t even .Iet
us up.’'# Suicide remains their favourite solution, unattain-
able owing to their own incompetence and tbei_r Iaf:k of .ﬁhc
practical tools to achieve it. It is precisely their dlsappPJ_nt-
ment at their failure to succeed in their atteropts at suicide
that Viadimir and Bstragon rationalize by waiting, or pre-
tending to wait, for Godot. Tm curious (0 hear what he has
to offer. Then we'll take it or leave it.¥5 Estragon, far Jess
convinced of Godot’s promises than Vladimir, is apxious to
reassure himself that they are not tied to Godot.

ESTRAGON: I'm asking you if we arc tied.
vLspmvIR: Tied?

BSTRAGON: Ti-cd. )
viaomMm: How do you mean tied?
ESTRAGON: Down.

viaDMIR: But to whom. By whom?
BSTRAGON: To your man

VLADIMIR: To Godot? Tied to Godot? What an ideal No ques- -

tion of it. [Pause.] For the moment.40

When, later, Viadimir falls into some sort of complacency -

about their waiting—We have kept our a?poimment P We !
are not saints--but we have kept our appointment. How many -

people can boast as muoch?' Estragon immediately punctures 4
it by retorting, ‘Billions.’ And Vladimir is guite ready to admit -

that they are waiting only from irrational babit ‘What's cor- ...

tain is that the hours are fong . . . and constrain us to beguile -

them with proceedings . . . which may at first sight secm rea-

sonable vntil they become a babit. You may say it is to pre-
vext onr reason from foundering. No doubt. But has it vot.

long been straying in the night without end of the abyssal:

depths?™"

Tn support of the Christian interpretation, jt might be ar- |
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Bo appointment, no objective, and are wholly egocentrie,
wholly wrapped up in their sadomasochistic relationship, Ig
it not their faith that puta the two tramps on to a higher
plane?

It is evident that, in fact, Pozzo is naively overconfident
and sclf-centred, ‘Do I look fike a man that can be roade to
suffer?'48 he boasts, Even when he gives a soulfu]l and mel-
ancholy description of the sunsct and the sudden falling of
the night, we know he does not believe the wight will ever fall
on him-he js merely giving a performance; he s not con-
cermned with the meaning of what he recites, but only with its
effect on the audience. Hence he is taken completely un-
awares when night does fall on him and he goes blind, Like-
w‘ise Lucky, in accepting Pozzo as his mastcr and in teaching
him his idcas, seems to have been naively convineed of the
power of teason, beauty, and truth. Estragon and Viadimir
are clearly mupetior to both Pozzo and Lucky—not because
they pin their faith on Godot but becavse they are less naive.
They do not believe in action, wealth, or reason, They are
aware that al]l we do in this life is as nothing when seen
against the senseless action of time, which js in jtself an illu-
giom. They are aware that suicide would be the best sohtion.
They are thus superior to Pozzo and Lucky because they
are Jess self-centred and have fewer illugions. Tn fact, as a
Jubgian psychologist, Eva Metman, has pointed out in a re-
matkable study of Beckett’s plays, ‘Godot's fonction seems to
be to keep his dependents unconscious.® In thig view, the
hope, the habit of hoping, that Godot might come after all
is the last illusion that keeps Vladimit and Estragon from
facing the human condition arid themsclves in the barsh light
of fully conscious awareness. As Dr Metman observes, it is
‘at the vety moment, toward the ¢nd of the play, when Viadi-
mir is about to realize he has been dreaming, and must wake
up and face the world as jt in, that Godot's messenger arrives,
rekindles his hopes, and phumges him back jnto the passivity

gued that Viadimir and Estragon, who are waiting for Godot, -

v tearly superior to Pozzo and Lucky, who have - of illusion.
e shovm as clovely s 0 ¢ Pot a brief moment, Vladimir is aware of the full hotor of
44 Waiting for Godot, p. 10. wibid, . 34

46 jbid., 18. ) .
A o 2 4 Eva Mctman, ‘Reflections on Samuel Beckett's plays", Journal

40 ibid,, p. 20. : :
o ;Eg's :-. 8o. - . i, of Analytical Psychology, London, January 1960, p. 51.
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the human condition: *“The air is full of our cties. . . . But
habit is a great deadener.’ He looks at Bstragon, who is asleep,
and reflects, ‘At me too someone is looking, of me too some-
one is saying, he is sleeping, he knows nothing, let him sleep
on. . . . I can’t go on|'®® The routite of waiting for Godot
stands for habit, which prevents us from reaching the painful
hut fruitful awarceness of the full reality of being,

Aggin we find Beckett’'s own commentary on this aspeet 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 lifc is a succcssion of habits, since the in-

KESERVES

dividual is a succession of individuals. . . . Habit then is the
generic term for the countless treaties concluded between the
conntless subjects that constitute the individual and their

conntless cortelative objects. The periods of transition that
. . Tcpresent the perilous

separate consecutive adaptations .
zones in the Jife of the individual, dangetrous, precarious,

painful, mysterious, and fertile, when for a moment the bore. -

dom of living is replaced by the suffering of being.'1 “The
suffering of being: that is the free play of cvery faculty. Be-
cause the perpicious devotion of habit patalyzes our attention,

=

drugs those handmaidens of perception whose cooperation is

not absolutely essential

Viadimir’s and Bstragon’s pastimes are, as they repeatedly

indicate, degigned to stop them from thihking. “We're in po
danger of thinking any more. . . . Thinking is not the worat.
. . » What iy terrible is to have thought.’s®

Vladimir and Estragon talk inccssantly. 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 inexhanstible.
ESTRAGON: It's 50 we won't think.

vLADIMmR: We have that excuse.

BETRAGON: Tt's 30 we won't hear.

vLADIMIR: We have our reasons.

60 Waiting for Godot, p. 91.

i Proust, p. 8 [my italics~M.E.].
£ ihid., p. 9.

83 Waiting for Godol, p. 64
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ESTRAGON: All the dead voices.
VLADIMIR: They make a noise Jike wings.
ESTRAGON: Like leaves.
VLADIMIR: Like sand.
ESTRAGON: Like leaves.

[Silence.]
VLADIMIR: They all speak together.
ESTRAGON: Each one to itself,

[Silence.)

39

" VLADIMIR; Rather they whisper.

ESTRACON: They rostle.
VLADIMIR: They murmur,
BSTRAGON: They rustle,

[Silence.]
VLADIMIR: What do they say?
BSTRAGON: They talk about their lives.
VLADIMIR: To have lived is not enough for them.
EsTRAGON: They have to talk about it.
VLADIMIR: To be dead is not enough for them.
BSTRAGON: 1t is not sufficient,

[Silence.]
VLADIMUR: They make a noise like feathers,
ESTRAGON: Like leaves,
VLADIMIR: Like ashes,
BSTRAGON: Like leaves.

[Long sitence.]5t

This passage, in which the cross-talk of Irish music-hall
comedians j8 miraculously transmuted into poetry, contains
the key to much of Beckett’s work. Surely theso rustling, mur-
muring voices of the past are the voices we-hear in the three
novels of his trilogy; they are the voices that explore the
mysteties of being and the sclf to the limits of angvish and
suffering. Vladimir and Estragon are trying to escape hearing
them. The long silence that follows their evocation s braken

- by Viadimir, ‘in anguish’, with the ery ‘Say anything at afll’
after which the two relapse into their wait for Godot,

Th:a hope of salvation may be mercly an evasion of the
suffering and anguish that spring from facing the reality of
the human condition, There is here & truly astonishing parallel

i between the Existentialist philosophy of Jean-Paul Sartte and

54 ibid,, pp. 62<3.
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the creative ntuition of Beckett, who has never consciously
expressed Existentialist views. If, for Beckett as for Sartre,
man has the duty of facing the human condition as a recos-
nition that at the toot of our being there is nothingness, lib-
erty, and the need of constantly creating ourzelves in a suc-
cession of choices, then Godot might well become an image
of what Sartre calls ‘bad faith’—*The first act of bad faith
consists in evading what one cannot evade, in evading what
one g%

While these paralicls may be illuminating, we must not go
too far in trying to identify Beckett's vision with any schoal of

philosophy. It is the peculiar richness of a play like Waiting '

for Godot that it opena vistas on 8o many different perspec-
tives. It &= open to philosophical, religious, and psychological
interpretations, yet above all it is a poem on time, evanes-
cence, and the mysteriousness of existence, the paradox of

change and stability, necessity and absurdity. It expresses |

what Watt felt about the household of Mr Knott: ¢, . . noth-
ing changed n Mr Knott's establishment, because nothing
remained, and pothiag came or went, because all was a com-

ing and a poing.’0 In watching Waiting for Godot, we feel

RESERVES

A
i

likec Watt contemplating the organization of Mr Kno#t’s
world: ‘But he had hardly felt the absurdity of those things, ..

on the one hand, and the necessity of those others, on the

other, (for it is rare that the fecling of absurdity is not fol-
lowed by the feeling of necessity), when he felt the absurdity

of thoze things of which he had just felt the neccssity (for it -
is rare that the feeling of pecessity is not followed by the |

fecling of absurdity),'s?

¥ Waiting for Godot shows its two heroes whiling away ';

. the time fn a succession of desmltory, and never-cnding, -
games, Beckett’s second play deals with an ‘endgame’, the

final game m the hour of death.

Waiting for Godot takes place on a terrifyingly empty ;
open road, Endgame in a elavstrophobie intetior, Waiting for -

Godot consists of two symmetrical movements that balanee

Ot Jean-Paul Sartre, L'Etre et le Néant (Paris: Gallimard, 1943),
111,

P‘WBeckett, Wate (Paris: Qlympia Press, 1958), pp. 144-5.
57 jbid., p. 146. .
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cach other; Endgame has only one act that shows the rumning
t!OWn of a mechanisra until it comes to a stop. Yet Endgame,
like Waiting for Godot, groups its characters in symmetrical
pairs,

In a bare room with two small windows, a blind old man,
Hamm, sits i a wheelchair. Bamm jg paralysed, and can no
longer stand, His servent, Clov, is unable to sit down, In two
ash-cang that stand by the wall are Hamm’s legless parents,
Nagg and Nell. The world outside is dead. Some great catas-
trophe, of which the four characters in the play are, or be-
:::;: themsclves, to be the sole survivors, has killed all living

3.

- Hamm and Clov (ham actor and clown? Hammer apd Nail
—French ‘clou’? Nagg = German Nagel; Nell = English: nail
also sugpests their dependence on Hainm = Hammer) i some
ways resemble Pozzo -and Lucky. Hamm js the master, Clov
the servant. .Hamm is sclfish, sensbous, domineering. Clov
-hatcs Hamm and wants to Jeave him, but he must obey his or-
ders, ‘Do this, de that, and I do it. I never refuse. Why?'08
Will Clov have the force to leave Hamm? That is the source
of the dramatic tension of the play. If he leaves, Hamm must
die, as Clov is the only one left who can feed him. But Clov
also mmst die, as there is no one else left in the world, and
Hamm's store is the last remaiiing souree of food. If Clov
can muster the will power to Ieave, he will not only kifl Hamm
but.commit suicide. He will thus succecd where Bstragon and
Vladimir . have failed so. often.

. Hamm fancies himsclf as a writer—or, rather, as the spinner
?f 2 tale of which he composcs a brief passage every day. It
8 a st0ry about a catastrophe that cansed the death of large
fumbers of people. On this particular day, the tale has
teached an episode in which the father of a starving child
asks Hamm for bread for his child. Finally the father begs
Hamm to take in his child, should it still be alive when he
gets back to his home: It appears that Clov might well be that
very cbild. He was brought 10 Hamm when he was too small
to remember. Hamm was a father to him, or, as he himself
puts it, ‘But for me . . . no father. But for Hamm . . . no

5 Beckett, Endgame (New York: Grove Press, 1958), P- 43,




