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ABSTRACT

THE METAPHYSICAL ANGUISH OF SAMUEL BECKETT:
A STUDY OF HIS DRAMATIZATION OF THE

IRRATIONALITY OF EXISTENCE

by Ayne Cantrell Venanzio

Since the late 1950's when the success of Waiting for

Godot brought Samuel Beckett to the attention of critics,
much controversy has arisen about the meaning of his work
and about his artistic aims and techniques. The avant-garde
nature of Beckett's writing is particularly disconcerting to
critics who do not understand the philosophy behind his work
and to those who attempt to judge his work by traditional
literary standards. This dissertation argues that an aware-
ness of Beckett's philosophical concerns is the only valid
approach to understanding his art; that his work dramatizes
the chaos he perceives the world to be; that his art cannot
be judged by Aristotelian standards since he writes from
different premises; and that Beckett's art is organic--his
meaning is the form of the work itself.

This study defines Beckett's metaphysical and episte-

mological position and explores the ways that his particular
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view of reality influences his writing. More specifically,
the study considers how Beckett's ontological questions
regarding the nature of human existence and his epistemolog-
ical questions regarding the limitations of human knowledge
define his concept and development of dramatic character and
determine the major conflict in his plays.

The dissertation consists of five chapters. The first
chapter discusses Beckett's views about the nature of the
human predicament. Since Beckett neither develops a specific
philosophical system of his own nor identifies himself with
that of another, generalizations about his beliefs are
inferred from his pertinent writings and from critical
opinion concerning his work. This chapter discusses the
philosophers that have most directly influenced Beckett and
includes a reading of Proust, Beckett's interpretation of
Proust's work, as a statement of Beckett's own epistemclogy.

The second chapter studies the trilogy of novels

(Molloy, Malone Dies, and The Unnamable). These novels

elucidate Beckett's views concerning the absurdity of
existence and the limitation of human knowledge and, there-
fore, foreshadow the major concerns of his drama.

The third chapter examines the relationship between
Beckett's metaphysics and epistemology and his dramatic
techniques. This chapter considers how Beckett's view of

the irrationality of existence determines his aesthetics
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and results in his rejection of the traditional technigques
of characterization and plot. Beckett's aesthetic theory is
gleaned from his critical writings including Proust and

"Dante . . . Bruno . . . Vico . . . Joyce" in Our Exagmina-

tion Round His Factification for Incamination of Work in

Progress (1929), Beckett's contribution to a collection of
twelve articles in defense of James Joyce, and from his

dialogues with George Duthuit (Transition, 1949). Beckett's

mimes Act Without Words I and Act Without Words II, the most

concise dramatizations of Beckett's view of the human pre-
dicament, are read as a general illustration of how his
philosophy determines his dramatic art.

The fourth chapter studies Beckett's three major stage

plays, Waiting for Godot, Endgame, and Krapp's Last Tape as

dramatizations of the irrationality of existence. This
chapter concentrates on the form of Beckett's plays and
demonstrates that the pattern of his dramaturgy derives from
his metaphysics and epistemology. The discussion is limited
to the three recurring techniques that give Beckett's plays
their particular quality and shape: the use of metaphor,
the clown image, and the repetition of events and dialogue.
The final chapter summarizes the conclusions of the
study, comments on Beckett's originality as a dramatist, and
argues that his art can be best appreciated when one under-

stands the philosophy behind it.



ACKNOWLEDGEMENT

The writer is grateful to Dr. Francis Ginanni for his

encouragement and guidance in preparing this study.

ii



TABLE OF CONTENTS

INTRODUCTION . . . + o o o o o s o s ¢ o o = =
Chapter
I. MAN AMID THE “"MESS": THE METAPHYSICAL

II.

III.

CHAOS OF SAMUEL BECKETT . . .
THE INEXPLICABLE "MESS" . . .
INFLUENCE OF PHILOSOPHERS . .
PROUST: BECKETT'S EPISTEMOLOGY
THE SEARCH FOR BEING: A READING
THE TRILOGY . . « ¢ o & o« o &
MOLLOY « . ¢« ¢ o o o o s o & &

MALONE DIES . .+ . + « « + + &

THE UNNAMABLE . . « « « « « o«

THE UNITY OF THE TRILOGY . . .

THE ART OF FAILURE: AN OVERVIEW
SAMUEL BECKETT'S AESTHETICS AND
HIS DRAMATIC TECHNIQUES . . .
BECKETT'S AESTHETICS . . . . .
BECKETT'S DRAMATIC TECHNIQUES

A READING OF BECKETT'S MIMES .

iii

OF

Page

15

22
25
53
67
79

84
85
96
102



Chapter Page

Iv. BECKETT'S DRAMAS ABOUT EXISTENCE:
A STUDY OF DRAMATIC TECHNIQUE IN
WAITING FOR GODOT, ENDGAME, AND
KRAPP'S LAST TAPE . . . . « « « « « + « « » 108

THE STAGE AS METAPHOR . . . ¢« « « & « « « o 112
Synopsis of the Plays: The
Waiting Motif as a Metaphor
for Existence . . . . .« ¢« « ¢+ ¢+ « .+ + « 114
Life as Play « « . « « « « « « = o s + « « 120
THE CLOWN IMAGE . . & ¢ « « o o o « o s o « 127

THE SIGNIFICANCE OF INACTION . . . . . . . . 142

v L] CONCLUSION - - - L » - L L L] - L L] - L] L] L] * L] 1 5 7

LIST OF WORKS CITED - L L L) L - L] L] - - . - L] L L - - L] 165

iv



INTRODUCTION

Although Samuel Beckett had been publishing poems,
short stories, and novels for twenty years, he was rela-

tively unknown until Waiting for Godot catapulted him to

fame in the 1950's. The last twenty-five years have been
marked by an avalance of Beckett criticism that is remark-
able both in volume and diversity. The history of Godot
criticism is a case in point.

Waiting for Godot, published in 1952 and first produced

in 1953, yielded an abundance of heated and sustained commen-
tary that still continues. The most complete and current
bibliography of Beckett's work, Raymond Federman and John

Fletcher's Samuel Beckett: His Works and His Critics (Berke-

ley: University of California Press, 1970}, lists one hundred
and fourteen separate items that deal with Godot alone.

The play puzzles most critics. Not least among their con-
cerns is the title itself. Who is Godot? Beckett was of
little help when he told Alan Schneider, "If I knew, I would

nl

have said so in the play. Yet the Godot-hunters still

pursue. The majority of commentators have been concerned

1 Alan Schneider, "Waiting for Beckett: A Personal
Chronicle," Chelsea Review, 2 (Autumn 1958), 3.




with the Christian overtones of the play; others read
existentialism into it. The result is that the critics fail
to reach any kind of agreement about the meaning of the play.
Critics do agree, however, that the play lacks the character-
istics of traditional drama. In Godot the bounds of identity
dissolve, action is replaced by stasis, and meaning itself

is ambiguous.

Despite the abundance of Beckett criticism, the uncer-
tainty that surrounds Godot is typical of Beckett's work in
general. Considering the growing volume of commentary, one
almost hesitates to add another voice, yet another voice is
needed to emphasize that the meaning of Beckett's plays lies
less in what is said than in how it is said-~-Beckett's mean-
ing is the form of the work itself; form and message are
inseparable. There is little characterization in his plays
because Beckett recognizes that man's essence is elusive.
Nothing significant happens because "waiting" is man's
predicament. Meaning is obscure because the world-at-large
is confused. 1In one of the few interviews permitted by
Beckett, he refers to "the mess . . . the buzzing confusion”

of a shattered world.2

He says, "The confusion is not my
invention. We cannot listen to a conversation for five
minutes without being acutely aware of the confusion. It

2 pom F. Driver, "Beckett by the Madeleine," Columbia
University Forum, 4 (Summer 1961), 23.




is all around us and our only chance now is to let it in.
The only chance of renovation is to open our eyes and see
the mess. It is not a mess you can make sense of."3

Man confronting an inexplicable "mess" is the theme of
most of Beckett's work. Since the unique characteristics of
his writing, including all the ramifications of its ambigui-
ties, stem from his particular world view, it is assumed
that an awareness of his philosophical concerns can lead to
a better understanding of his literary intentions and tech-
niques. Therefore, the purpose of this dissertation is to
define Beckett's metaphysical and epistemological positions
and to explore the ways that his particular view of reality
influences his writing. Ultimately the dissertation con-
siders how Beckett's metaphysics and epistemology determine
the form of his plays.

For the purpose of this study, metaphysics is limited

to Beckett's ontological questions regarding the nature of

human existence; epistemology is defined as Beckett's con-

cern for the limits and validity of human knowledge. 1In
other words, this study emphasizes Beckett's ideas regarding
the nature of Self and man's limited ways of knowing.

The dissertation consists of five chapters. The first
chapter discusses Beckett's philosophical preoccupations in

an attempt to uncover his views about the nature of the

3 1bid.



human condition. Since Beckett neither developed a specific
philosophical system of his own nor identified himself with
that of another, generalizations about his beliefs must be
inferred from his pertinent writings and from critical
opinion concerning his work. The essay that is most useful
in this respect is Proust (1931), an interpretation of
Proust's work.

The second chapter studies the trilogy of French novels

(Molloy, Malone Dies, and The Unnamable) which Beckett sub-

sequently translated into English (1946-1950). These novels
elucidate Beckett's views concerning the nature of man and
the limits of human freedom that he later dramatized in the
plays.

The third chapter examines the relationship between
Beckett's metaphysics and epistemclogy and his dramatic
technique. Basically, this chapter considers how Beckett's
view of the human condition determines his aesthetics and
results in his rejection of dramatic conventions in regard
to characterization and plot. The most concise statement
of Beckett's artistic theory appears in Proust and in "Dante

+ +« « Bruno . . . Vico . . . Joyce" in OQur Exagmination

Round His Factification for Incamination of Work in Progress

(1929), Beckett's contribution to a collection of twelve
articles in defense of James Joyce. 1In addition, Beckett's

dialogues with George Duthuit, appearing in Transition




(1949), are helpful in ascertaining Beckett's artistic
theory. This chapter also discusses the criteria that have
long governed drama and demonstrates how Beckett departs

from them. Beckett's mime for one player called Act Without

Words I and the mime for two players Act Without Words II

are read as a general illustration of how his metaphysics

and epistemology determine his dramaturgy because they are

the most concise dramatizations of Beckett's world view.
The fourth chapter studies the form of Beckett's three

major stage plays, Waiting for Godot, Endgame, and Krapp's

Lagt Tape, in light of the generalizations developed in the

first three chapters. The consideration of form in these
plays is limited to the significance of three recurring
technigques: the use of metaphor, the clown image, and
repetition. These techniques constitute the basic pattern
of the plays and are determined by Beckett's metaphysics and
epistemology.

Chapter five summarizes the ideas developed in the
dissertation and concludes with a final assessment of

Beckett's originality as a dramatist.



Chapter I

MAN AMID THE "MESS": THE METAPHYSICAL
CHAOS OF SAMUEL BECKETT

"The thing to avoid is the system itself."
(Beckett's Trilogy)

This chapter is concerned with Beckett's ideas about
man amid the "mess," the word that he thinks best describes
the chaos that we call life. Many contemporary writers also
hold the conviction that l1ife is chaotic and, therefore,
meaningless, but Beckett's work is somewhat unique in con-
temporary literature because it lacks social comment.
Beckett is rarely concerned with people as pawns of politi-
cal, social, or economic forces; he does not consistently
attack society, civilization, culture, or class. In fact,
Beckett's work does not possess "human reference" as we
generally understand that phrase. His subject is man
himself--man without society, not in society--and his work
is descriptive, not proscriptive.

Josephine Jacobsen and William R. Mueller correctly
assess the Beckett canon when they write: "The whole of

Beckett's work moves relentlessly toward the answering of



one question: What is existence? or, What is man?“l This
guestion is as old as philosophy itself, but Beckett is a
poet, not a philosopher. He neither develops a philosophi-
cal system of his own nor identifies himself with that of
another. 1In fact, he resists attempts by critics to classify
him as a philosopher. He told Tom F. Driver: "What is more
true than anything else? To swim is true, and to sink is
true. One is not more true than the other. One cannot
speak anymore of being, one must speak only of the mess.
When Heidegger and Sartre speak of a contrast between being
and existence, they may be right, I don't know, but their
language is too philosophical for me. I am not a philoso-
pher. One can only speak of what is in front of him, and
that now is simply the mess. "2 When asked if his system was
the absence of system, Beckett replied, "I'm not interested
in any system. I can't see any trace of any system
anywhere.“3

Since Beckett is an artist foremost, his ideas about
the human condition never approach the theoretical expression
of a philosophical system. Nevertheless, generalizations

1
Wwang, 1964), p. 103.

2 "Beckett by the Madeleine,” Columbia University Forum,
4 (Summer 1961), 23.

3 Israel Shenker, "Moody Man of Letters," New York Times,
6 May 1956, Section 2, p. 3.




about his beliefs can be inferred from his pertinent writ-
ings and from critical opinion concerning his work. The

purpose of this chapter is to discuss Beckett's philosophi-
cal preoccupations as they appear in interviews and in his

critical essay on Proust.
THE INEXPLICABLE "MESS"

Despite his repeated disavowals, Beckett does have
philosophical convictions concerning the nature of the
human condition. He is an artist with profound interests
in ontological questions regarding the nature of man and in
epistemological guestions concerning the limits and validity
of human knowledge. Basically, his philosophy is that man
cannot comprehend his world, that given the chaotic nature
of things, man cannot know, yet he is driven by a compulsion
to know. Within this philosophical context, his works can
be classified as epistemological comedies; their tragic
overtones stem from his own metaphysical anguish and from
his assessment of man's dilemma.

Beckett was once asked about the battle between life and
death in his plays and whether or not this life-and-death
question was a part of the chaos he envisioned. He answered:

Yes. If life and death did not both present them-
selves to us, there would be no inscrutability. If
there were only darkness, all would be clear. 1It

is because there is not only darkness but also light
that our situation becomes inexplicable. Take



Augustine's doctrine of grace given and grace with-
held: have you pondered the dramatic qualities in
this theology? Two thieves are crucified with
Christ, one is saved and the other damned. How can
we make sense of this division? 1In classical drama,
such problems do not arise. The destiny of Racine's
Phédre is sealed from the beginning: she will pro-
ceed into the dark. As she goes, she will be
illuminated. At the beginning of the play she has
partial illumination and at the end she has complete
illumination, but there has been no question but
that she moves toward the dark. That is the play.
Within this notion clarity is possible, but for us
who are neither Greek nor Jansenist there is not
such clarity. The question would also be removed

if we believed in the contrary--total salvation.

But where we have both dark and light we have also
the inexplicable. The key word in my plays is
"perhaps."4

INFLUENCE OF PHILOSOPHERS

Beckett persistently denies knowledge of philosophy.
The following interview conducted by Gabriel d'Aubaréde is
typical of Beckett's stance:

d'Aubarede: Have contemporary philosophers exer-
cised any influence on your thought?
Beckett: I never read philosophers.
d'Aubaréde: Why not?
Beckett: I understand nothing of what they write.
d'Aubaréde: Nevertheless, one sometimes wonders
if the preoccupation with the problem
of Being posed by the existentialists
might not be a key to your works. . . .
Beckett: There is no key, there is no problem. If
the subject of my novels could be expressed
in philosophic terms, I'd havr reason
to write then,
d'Aubaréde: And what was your reason for writing
them?

4 Driver, p. 23.
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Beckett: I don't know anything about it. I am not
an intellectual. I am only a sensibility.
I conceived of Molloy and the rest the
day I became aware of my stupidity. Then
I set out to write the things I sensed.>
Despite such repeated denials, the diversity of philo-
sophical references in Beckett's work suggests that he has
made a careful study of major philosophies. His protagonists
allude to philosophers and propose to hold particular philos-
ophies above others. The general tone, however, is satirical.
Furthermore, it is because philosophy generally offers false
hope that makes philosophy meaningful to Beckett. It is this
painful recognition, not the truth of philosophy, that makes
it relevant to Beckett's concerns.$
Critics have established the philosophical references

in Beckett's work. For example, John Fletcher in Samuel

Beckett's Art (New York: Barnes and Noble, Inc., 1967)

traces Beckett's thoughts, characterizations, and philosophi-
cal preoccupations to sixteen philosophers. Of these, Rene
Descartes and Arnold Geulincx are most significant.

Beckett chose Descartes for the protagonist of

Whoroscope, a dramatic monologue written in 1930. Evidently,

aspects of Descartes' life attracted Beckett enough for him

to use him as a fictional character, but more importantly

5 3. p. 0O Hara, "Introduction" to Twentieth Centur
Interpretations of Molloy, Malone Dies, The Unnama ed.
J. D. O'Hara (Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey: Prentice-Hall,
1970), p. 9.

6 1bid., p. 17.



11

Descartes' philosophy appealed to Beckett's imagination, and
his subsequent work abounds with Cartesian overtones. The
two aspects of Cartesian philosophy that appear most often
in the prose and drama are Descartes' definition of man as

a thing that thinks, Cogito ergo sum, and the notion of man's
7

duality as mind and body. These notions are explicit in
Beckett's characterizations. For example, the most striking
feature of the protagonists of the trilogy of novels is the
incessant mind at work attempting to define itself despite
the continual disintegration of the body. Molloy and Moran
gradually lose mobility. Malone lies in bed unable to move
from it. The Unnamable likewise is aware of his physical
presence but is completely immobile. Yet all four characters
cannot escape thought.

Beckett's favorite Cartesian is Arnold Geulincx, the
seventeenth century Belgian philosopher and founder of
occasionalism.® The most important idea that Beckett borrows
from Geulincx is the limitation of human freedom. Molloy,
the protagonist of the first novel of the trilogy, pays
direct homage to Geulincx: "I who had loved the image of

7 Ruby Cohn, "Philosophical Fragments in the Works of
Samuel Beckett," Criticism: A Quarterly for Literature and
the Arts, 6, No. 1 (winter 1934T"_—EE_I§ Samuel Beckett: A

Collection of Critical Essays, ed. Martin “Esslin (Englewood
lIffs. New Jersey: Prentice-Hall, 1965), p. 170.

8

O'Hara, p. 13.
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old Geulincx, dead young, who left me free, on the black
boat of Ulysses, to crawl towards the East, along the deck.
That is a great measure of freedom, for him who has not the
pioneering spirit. And from the poop, poring upon the wave,
a sadly rejoicing slave, I follow with my eyes the proud
and futile wake."? Ruby Cohn traces the allusion to
Geulincx's Ethics where the philosopher illustrates the
limitation of human freedom with the image of a ship sailing
towards the west with a passenger on board who may walk
toward the east if he wishes.l® fThis image suggests that
man's freedom is restricted and that his attempts to act in
the limited way that he can are futile. Beckett, however,
changes the image in a way that indicates his mordant view
of the human condition. 1In Beckett's rendition the passen-
ger is a slave who crawls rather than walks eastward.
Beckett's obsession with the contemplative mind also
comes from Geulincx. 1In Geulincx's Ethics, specifically
mentioned in Beckett's "The End," the Calvinist philosopher
emphasizes the power of the contemplative mind, the only
realm in which God gave man freedom.ll Beckett dramatizes
9 Samuel Beckett, Three Novels: Molloy, Malone Dies,

and The Unnamable (1955, 1956, 1958; rpt. New York: Grove
Press, 1965), p. 51.

10 cohn, pp. 171-172. 11 1pid4., p. 170.
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this notion in the trilogy where the characters, unable to
direct action in the macrocosm (the material world of human
relations), exercise the only freedom available to them--the
contemplative life of the microcosmic mind. John Fletcher
sums up aspects of characterization in the trilogy that
concur with Geulincx's philosophy: "that the world order is
quite beyond our control, that we are saddled with a body
that is liable to let us down at any moment, and that we
know nothing about the essences of things or about the
origin of the universe or of our minds--our ignorance
entails our impotence over all things except what goes on
inside our heads."1?

In addition to his familiarity with Descartes and
Geulincx, Beckett also evinces knowledge of more contempo-
rary schools of philosophy such as Logical Positivism and
Existentialism. Characters in Beckett's work are, above all
else, rational beings who use logic and language meticu-
lously. In this respect, these characters are logical
positivists in the same vein as Ludwig Johan Wittgenstein,
the twentieth century Austrian philosopher and author of
Tractatus, who held that knowledge of reality can only be
achieved through the natural sciences.l3 of course, Beckett

12 John Fletcher, Samuel Beckett's Art (New York:
Barnes and Noble, 1967), p. 134.

13

Cohn, p. 175.
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ultimately satirizes the use of reason as a means of per-
ceiving reality because the rational mind is confused by
the irrationality of existence.

Beckett also explores another avenue of human awareness
that bypasses logic and focuses instead upon the immediate
impact of experience and existence. Ruby Cohn calls the
French work existentialist because these novels and plays
concentrate on the sombre aspects of the human condition-~

14 However, the aspect of this

dread, despair, and death.
work more indicative of existentialism is the emphasis on
Being and Freedom. The French heroes do search for Being in
an absurd world, a constant theme in the writings of Sartre
and Camus, but unlike the existentialists, Beckett's heroes

pursue a hopeless quest. The Unnamable begins, unbelieving

in his "I," unbelieving in his beginnings, knowing only that
the discourse must go on. Towards the end he asks, "Whether
I am words among words, or silence in the midst of

nl5 Simply put, Beckett's philosophical position

silence.
lacks the existential faith in authenticity. Edith Kern
astutely recognizes the difference between Beckett and

Sartre: "While in Sartre's concept of the elusiveness of

human reality there is the intrinsic conviction that man

14 1pia., p. 176.

15 Beckett, Three Novels, p. 386.
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must assume the responsibility of giving himself an essence,
Beckett contents himself with accepting the elusiveness of
Being. He has progressively stripped of subjectivity all
existential affirmation of the importance of the individual
as a responsible existent and witness to Being, and has
replaced such subjectivity by a vision of man as an anony-
mous link in a meaningless and repetitive chain of suffering
mankind."16

While these philosophical allusions and concerns repre-
sent Beckett's partial acceptance, ultimately Beckett
rejects Descartes, Geulincx, logical positivism and
existentialism. He satirizes philosophy because it offers
absolutes where there are none. Considering Beckett's grow-
ing awareness of the chaotic nature of things as "the mess"
and the failure of philosophy to bring order to it, it is
little wonder that the poet rejects philosophy. The aver-

, 17
gsion to meaning is, in part, the meaning of his work.
PROUST: BECKETT'S EPISTEMOLOGY

Beckett wrote Proust (1931) at the age of twenty-five.

His most creative period of writing came much later, yet the

+

16 pxistential Thought and Fictional Technigue (New
Haven: Yale University Press, 1970), p. 240.

17 Steven J. Rosen, "Samuel Beckett: A Study of His
Thought,”" Diss. Rutgers University, 1973, p. 7.
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convictions that he held at such an early age foreshadow the
subsequent work. Proust is a brilliant piece of criticism,
but more importantly it is a helpful introduction to
Beckett's obsessions. In it he develops certain postulates
about the nature of human experience. A reading of the
essay helps us to understand the rationale behind his mode
of writing.

"We are alone," writes Beckett. "We cannot know and
we cannot be known." Beckett reaches this conclusion, a
kind of epistemological zero, after a careful analysis of
what he calls "that double-headed monster of damnation and
salvation--Time" and its attributes Habit and Memory (p. 1).
Man is a victim of Time because there is "no escape from the
hours and the days" (p. 2). Man's present state is fluid,
not static: "The individual is the seat of a constant pro-
cess of decantation, decantation from the vessel containing
the fluid of future time, sluggish, pale and monochrome, to
the vessel containing the fluid of past time, agitated and
multicoloured by the phenomena of its hours (pp. 4-5). As
Time's victim man cannot know himself because he is con-
stantly changing: "The aspirations of yesterday were valid

for yesterday's ego, not for today's" (p. 3).

18 Samuel Beckett, Proust (New York: Grove Press,

1931), p. 49. Hereafter pagination for quotations taken
from Proust is noted in the text.
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Born in time and doomed by Time, man suffers "the
original and eternal sin . . . of having been born" (p. 49).
Suffering is man's condition, but he attempts to mitigate
the pains of living by Habit, "a compromise effected between
the individual and his environment, or between the individ-
ual and his own organic eccentricities, the guarantee of a
dull inviolability, the lightning-conductor of his existence"
(pp. 7-8). Thus, Habit allows man to exchange the state of
suffering for that of boredom, but Beckett argues that it is
only in the state of suffering that man can transcend the
beastly business of living and perceive reality. Beckett
explains:

The fundamental duty of Habit, about which it
describes the futile and stupefying arabesques of
its supererogations, consists in a perpetual adjust-
ment and readjustment of our organic sensibility to
the conditions of its worlds. Suffering represents
the omission of that duty, whether through negli-
gence or inefficiency, and boredom its adequate
performance. The pendulum oscillates between these
two terms: Suffering--that opens a window on the
real and is the main condition of the artistic
experience, and Boredom--with its host of top~hatted
and hygenic ministers, Boredom that must be con-
sidered as the most tolerable because the most
durable of human evils. (p. 16)

Beckett does not recognize any alternatives to boredom
and suffering (apathy and misery), yet he prefers suffering
since suffering is a pre-condition of art. He calls atten-
tion to art as the result and expression of suffering when

he says, ". . . the heart of the cauliflower or the ideal
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core of the onion would represent a more appropriate tribute
to the labours of poetical excavation than the crown of bay"
{pp. 16-17). Beckett's characters, too, vacillate between
boredom and suffering; many of them write to relieve the
tedium of living and as a means of self-discovery.

In his essay Beckett delineates two ways of knowing,
the artistic and the scientific, by calling attention to
Proust's distinction between voluntary memory and involun-
tary memory. Voluntary memory is "the uniform memory of
intelligence; and it can be relied on to reproduce for our
gratified inspection those impressions of the past that were
consciously and intelligently formed" (p. 19). This memory
is the child of Habit, and, therefore, is remote from real-
ity since "it has no interest in the mysterious element of
inattention that colours our most commonplace experiences"
{p. 19). Voluntary memory is the result of conceptual
reason. On the other hand, involuntary memory is the result
of intuitive and emotional responses: "It restores, not
merely the past object, but the Lazarus that it charmed or
tortured, not merely Lazarus and the object, but more
because less, more because it abstracts the useful, the
opportune, the accidental, because in its flame it has con-
sumed Habit and all its works, and in its brightness
revealed what the mock reality of experience never can and

never will reveal--the real" (p. 20). Involuntary memory
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calls forth the experience of reality unencumbered by logi-
cal thought. Although these "immediate and fortuitous
act[s] of perception”" are too intermittent to mitigate the
boredom of living, they are man's only hope of perceiving
the real. These infrequent illuminations transcend Time
and, thereby, may open the door to the essence of Being.
Beckett writes, "Strictly speaking, we can only remember
what has been registered by our extreme inattention and
stored in that ultimate and inaccessible dungeon of our
being to which Habit does not possess the key, and does not
need to, because it contains none of the hideous and useful
paraphernalia of war. But here [involuntary memory] . . .
is stored the essence of ourselves, the best of our many
selves and their concretions that simplists call the world
. « - the pearl that may give the lie to our carapace of
paste and pewter" (pp. 18-19). The trilogy is Beckett's
effort to reach down into "that ultimate and inaccessible
dungeon of our being to which Habit does not possess the
key," and quite fittingly the moribunds that populate these
novels recall little from voluntary memory that is reliable
or helpful in understanding themselves.

A knowledge of Proust is useful in interpreting
Beckett's work because it indicates the concerns that he
dramatizes in his novels and plays. It not only states the

subject of his subsequent work; it also foreshadows the tone.
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From Proust we learn that all attempts by man to understand
his predicament through logical means are self-defeating,

attempts to explain away not explain himself. We alsc learn

that suffering, paradoxically, is both man's fate and salva-
tion. It is man's punishment for the "sin of having been
born," yet suffering alleviates the boredom of living and
through it man may come to recognize the truth of existence.
Moreover, the artistic experience gleaned from intuitive
knowledge is man's only viable hope of understanding the
mystery of Being.

The preceding discussion of Beckett's philosophical
preoccupations demonstrates that his overriding concern is
with the nature of human existence. Although his philosoph-
ical position has never been systematically stated, the
ideas that occur most often in his interviews and critical
writings and, thereby, most likely influence his creative
writing are:

1. Man exists in an irrational and meaningless

world beyond his reason and control; thus, his
freedom to act is limited to the freedom to
think.

2. Man consists of a contemplative mind at odds
with a deteriorating body; he is a victim of
Time.

3. It is man's nature to search for his own
essence, but since man constantly changes, and

is a composite of many selves, the search for
being is elusive.



21

4. The human situation is paradoxical because
man cannot know and cannot be known, yet he
is driven by a compulsion to know, that is,
understand the nature of things and of
himself.

5. Due to man's ignorance and impotence, suffer-
ing is his condition.

6. Man attempts to alleviate the pains of living
through habit and voluntary memory, but these
merely serve to distort reality. Whereas
habit allows man to exchange the state of
suffering for that of boredom, voluntary
memory is the logical means by which man
attempts to order experience and thereby give
meaning to the world and to himself.

7. Only when man is released from deadening habit
and from the illusion of voluntary memory does
he face up to the suffering of the reality of
being and come to realize the meaninglessness
of his existence.

The most significant artistic expression of these

philosophical abstractions in Beckett's fiction is the

trilogy of novels (Molloy, Malone Dies, and The Unnamable)

where the author turns inward to the microcosm of the mind
to describe it in search of Being. The next chapter

explores this search.



Chapter II

THE SEARCH FOR BEING: A READING
OF THE TRILOGY
"This time, then once more I think, then perhaps a last
time, then I think it'll be over"--so begins Molloy's story,
the first of the novels in Beckett's trilogy. Although

Molloy and Malone Dies were published in French as companion

books in 1951, it was not until two years later that The
Unnamable was added to make the trilogy, and it was not until
Molloy was published in 1955 in English that the above sen-
tence was revised to indicate that there would be three not
two stories. Hugh Kenner surmises, "This appears to mean

that though L'Innomable existed in manuscript in 1951,

Beckett had either not decided whether he would publish it,
or at any rate not decided whether the three books made a

a trilogy, though he had long known that the first two made
a duet."l

Even for the reader of the most contemporary

anti-fiction, Molloy, Malone Dies and The Unnamable prove to

be strange and difficult novels whose meanings appear to be
almost unlimited in their ramifications. 1In fact, the

novels are difficult to describe even at the surface level

1 A Reader's Guide to Samuel Beckett (New York: Farrar,
Straus and Giroux, 1973), p. 101.
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of events because the reader experiences the doubts and
frustrations at events along with Beckett's narrating
protagonists. Furthermore, the novels become progressively
more ambiguous as the narrators' worlds become less popu-
lated with people, places, and things and as the narrators

themselves dissolve physically until in The Unnamable what

is left is merely a voice speaking about itself.

Chaotic and ambiguous are words that best describe the
trilogy, for it is the artistic representation of the chaos
that Beckett perceives the world to be. In these novels
Beckett gives concrete expression to his metaphysics and
epistemology, particularly the abstractions concerning the
elusiveness of Being, Time, Habit, and Voluntary Memory dis-
cussed in Proust. Only when the trilogy is read in light of
these abstractions do its cast of moribund characters and
its repetitious themes and events take on significance. Men
crippled, crawling, and confined in jars dramatize man's
impotency. Sucking stones, hats held to clothing by elastic,
bicycles, bicycle horns, and broken pipes are objects that
define man's habitual and dull existence. Violence without
reason, punishment without cause, and sex without fulfillment
convey an irrational world in which the only constant is
man's suffering. Communication attempts backfire, portraying
man's hopeless estrangement from his fellows. Religion,

science, philosophy, and even art itself is made to look































































































































































































































































































































































































































































