Kathryn White




Beckett and Decay



Continuum Literary Studies Series
Also available in the series:

Active Reading by Ben Knights and Chris Thurgar-Dawson

Beckett’s Books by Matthew Feldman

British Fiction in the Sixties by Sebastian Groes

Canonizing Hypertext by Astrid Ensslin

Character and Satire in Postwar Fiction by Ian Gregson

Coleridge and German Philosophy by Paul Hamilton

Contemporary Fiction and Christianity by Andrew Tate

Ecstasy and Understanding edited by Adrian Grafe

English Fiction in the 1930s by Chris Hopkins

Fictions of Globalization by James Annesley

Joyce and Company by David Pierce

London Narratives by Lawrence Phillips

Masculinity in Fiction and Film by Brian Baker

The Measureless Past of Joyce, Deleuze and Derrida by Ruben Borg

Milton, Evil and Literary History by Claire Colebrook

Modernism and the Post-colonial by Peter Childs

Novels of the Contemporary Extreme edited by Alain-Phillipe Durand and
Naomi Mandel

The Palimpsest by Sarah Dillon

Recalling London by Alex Murray

Romanticism, Literature and Philosophy by Simon Swift

Seeking Meaning for Goethe’s Faust by J. M. van der Laan

Sexuality and the Evotic in the Fiction of Joseph Conrad by Jeremy Hawthorn

Such Deliberate Disguises: The Art of Phillip Larkin by Richard Palmer

Women's Fiction 1945—-2000 by Deborah Philips



Beckett and Decay

Kathryn White

AN

continuum



Continuum International Publishing Group

The Tower Building 80 Maiden Lane, Suite 704
11 York Road New York
London SE1 7NX NY 10038

www.continuumbooks.com
© Kathryn White 2009

Kathryn White has asserted her right under the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act, 1988,
to be identified as Author of this work.

Excerpts from Samuel Beckett’s letters of 6 September 1959 and 19 November 1963 to
Alan Schneider © The Estate of Samuel Beckett.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or
transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical,
including photocopying, recording, or any information storage or
retrieval system, without prior permission in writing from the publishers.

British Library Cataloguing-in-Publication Data
A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

ISBN: HB: 978-1-8470-6205-5

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
A catalog record for this book is available from the Library of Congress.

Typeset by Newgen Imaging Systems Pvt Ltd, Chennai, India
Printed and bound in Great Britain by MPG Biddles Ltd, King’s Lynn, Norfolk


www.continuumbooks.com

For Mum and Dad — with love



This page intentionally left blank



Contents

Acknowledgements

Introduction

0 N =

N

Part I: Physical Decay

. The Body Infirm

. Old Age: The Dictatorship of Time
. The Decaying Landscape

. Moribund Man: Beckett and Death

Part II: Mental Decline and Spiritual Attrition

5. The Trap of Memory
6. Tired Minds
7. Perceptions of Insanity
8. ‘I Can’t Go On, I’'ll Go On’: The Ebbing Spirit
Part III: Death of the Word
9. Minimalism and Reductionism: Advancing Towards Lessness
10. Dramaticules
11. The Miniaturist of the Word: The Shorter Prose
12. Voices, Ghosts, Silence: Into Nothingness
Conclusion
Notes
Bibliography

Index

viii

22
33
45

61
73
83
96

109
119
131
142

153

156
161
165



Acknowledgements

I wish to thank Gerald Macklin for his enormous support and invaluable help
during my research for this book. The many wonderful conversations that we
had about Beckett’s work inspired many of the points raised in this study.

I'am grateful to James Knowlson who answered questions regarding Beckett’s
‘Sounds’, ‘Still 3° and Breath. I wish to acknowledge Julian A. Garforth, whose
help in locating sources was greatly appreciated, and Calder Publications who
helped to provide clarification on numerous points. Special thanks go to the
library staff at the University of Ulster, and to the staff of the Beckett archive
at Reading.

Acknowledgements are due to the publishers Faber and Faber Ltd for their
permission to print extracts from Beckett’s The Complete Dramatic Works (1990),
and also to Grove/Atlantic, Inc. for permission to use extracts from: How It Is by
Samuel Beckett. Copyright © 1964 by Grove Press, Inc. Used by permission of
Grove/Atlantic, Inc. Happy Days by Samuel Beckett. Copyright © 1961 by Grove
Press, Inc. Used by permission of Grove/Atlantic, Inc. Endgame and Act Without
Words by Samuel Beckett. Copyright © 1958 by Grove Press, Inc. Used by per-
mission of Grove/Atlantic, Inc. Poems, Short Fiction, Criticism, Vol IV of The Grove
Centenary Edition by Samuel Beckett. Copyright © 2006 by the Estate of Samuel
Beckett. Used by permission of Grove/Atlantic, Inc. Watt by Samuel Beckett.
Copyright © 1953 by Samuel Beckett. Used by permission of Grove/Atlantic,
Inc. Murphy by Samuel Beckett. Copyright © 1957 by Grove Press, Inc. Used by
permission of Grove/Atlantic, Inc. Disjectaby Samuel Beckett. Copyright © 1984
by Grove Press, Inc. Used by permission of Grove/Atlantic, Inc. Collected Shorter
Plays by Samuel Beckett. Copyright © 1984 by Samuel Beckett. Used by per-
mission of Grove/Atlantic, Inc. Waiting for Godot by Samuel Beckett. Copyright
© 1954 by Grove Press, Inc. Copyright © renewed 1984 by Samuel Beckett.
Used by permission of Grove/Atlantic, Inc. Complete Short Prose by Samuel
Beckett. Copyright © 1995 by the Estate of Samuel Beckett. Used by permis-
sion of Grove/Atlantic, Inc. Three Novels by Samuel Beckett. Copyright © 1955,
1956, 1958 by Grove Press, Inc. Used by permission of Grove/Atlantic, Inc.
Nohow On by Samuel Beckett: Company Copyright © 1980 by Samuel Beckett.
1l Seen 11l Said Copyright © 1981 by Samuel Beckett. Worstward Ho Copyright
© 1983 by Samuel Beckett. Used by permission of Grove/Atlantic, Inc.



Acknowledgements ix

Excerpts from Samuel Beckett’s letters of 6 September 1959 and 19 November
1963 to Alan Schneider © The Estate of Samuel Beckett reproduced by kind per-
mission of the Estate of Samuel Beckett ¢/o Rosica Colin Limited, London.

Extracts from the Authorized Version of the Bible (The King James Bible),
the rights in which are vested in the Crown, are reproduced by permission of
the Crown’s Patentee, Cambridge University Press.

Finally, I am most grateful for the encouragement of my family, friends and
colleagues, without which this book may not have been realized.



This page intentionally left blank



Introduction

who may tell the tale

of the old man?

weigh absence in a scale?

mete want with a span?

the sum assess

of the world’s woes?

nothingness

in words enclose?
Tailpiece

The subject of decay is paramount in Beckett’s work, and it manifests itself in
various ways through theme and artistic form. The word decay is often used by
critics in general reference to Beckett’s thematic emphasis and philosophical
outlook. However, this subject has not been widely explored from the premise
that it is the fundamental core of Beckett’s work, dominating the work the-
matically, linguistically and artistically. Of course, it must be noted that this
exploration of the theme of decay in Beckett’s work is by no means a study in
negativity in relation to Beckett’s prose or drama. This study is not a prejudi-
cial examination of the Beckett canon, as the theme of decay, paradoxically,
facilitates an investigation into the richness of Beckett’s artistic and linguistic
style.

Often people, who are not completely understanding of Beckett’s oeuvre,
work from the presupposition that he is a depressing writer, whose bleak out-
look on the world offers audiences and readers a negativity which holds little
appeal in some (literary) circles. It is true that Beckett is not a writer who
celebrates life and language. He is, however, a writer who confronts the real-
ities of existence through a language that he himself deems to be ultimately
ineffectual. And, as will be illustrated throughout this study, Beckett’s lan-
guage is, in fact, a language of poetic beauty and linguistic innovation. Hence,
the theme of decay is illustrated through a language that is aesthetically beau-
tiful; and it is here that the paradox lies.
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Beckett’s world of desolation and despair can be difficult to confront because
it does encapsulate ‘how it is’ to be alive. However, to describe his work as
depressing is to fail to appreciate the truthfulness of his message, the moving
quality of his words and, of course, the comic element in his work, which is
found in both the drama and fiction. Beckett confronts the futility of exist-
ence and the tragedy of the human condition, areas which have received much
critical attention; however, his corpus of work must surely be seen as a man-
ual for coping with life, as we come to acknowledge the reality of the words
from Endgame that ‘The end is in the beginning and yet you go on’ (Beckett
1990: 126). As Knowlson says, Beckett conveys ‘a view of life which sees birth
as intimately connected with suffering and death and which sees life as a pain-
ful road to be trod’ (1997: 2). And Beckett illustrates the strength of ‘spirit’
which keeps us treading that painful road. Therefore, despite the degener-
ation which dominates the Beckettian world, the characters continue onwards
because they have no alternative but to go on.

Everything in Beckett’s world appears to be in decline and this erosion
affects the characters physically and emotionally. Hence, we see characters
in dustbins and urns; images of torsos; heads and mouths trapped in environ-
ments which are, similarly, subject to sterility and deterioration. However, this
study also investigates Beckett’s representation of the mind, and how it func-
tions in a world that is subject to decay, trapped within a body that is essentially
perishing. And finally, it explores Beckett’s use of language and his ability to
represent degeneration through words, which are themselves flawed.

Beckett illustrates the chaos of existence and so he had to adopt a style of
writing which would adequately convey the shapelessness of life. Hence, he
had to give ‘form’ to formlessness through a language which, itself, appeared
to have no form, but which was meticulously crafted. Speaking with Tom F.
Driver, Beckett ‘said’:

What I am saying does not mean that there will henceforth be no form in art.
It only means that there will be new form, and that this form will be of such
a type that it admits the chaos and does not try to say that the chaos is really
something else. The form and the chaos remain separate. The latter is not
reduced to the former. That is why the form itself becomes a preoccupation,
because it exists as a problem separate from the material it accommodates.
To find a form that accommodates the mess, that is the task of the artist now.
(Driver (1961) quoted here from Graver and Federman (1979: 219))!

The artist creates ‘form’ where none exists, as art is the only consolation
achievable from an otherwise derelict world. The chaos and mess, to which
Beckett refers, are the terms used to describe the absurdity of existence and
the failure of man. Beckett was well aware of the realities of life, that in life
there exists only death, and from the moment of birth we are essentially ‘Dying
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on’ (Beckett 1990: 426). Knowlson speaks of Beckett’s ‘early fascination with
the mineral, with things dying and decaying, with petrification’ (1997: 29). He
states that Beckett ‘linked this interest with Sigmund Freud’s view that human
beings have a prebirth nostalgia to return to the mineral state’ (Knowlson
1997: 29).

This obsession with decay, which manifested itself in Beckett’s early life,
would stay with him, dominating his work from the beginning until the end,
and prompting him to find a form that would ‘accommodate the mess’. This
study therefore explores the importance of both theme and form in Beckett’s
work, and it shall be considered whether Beckett will, in future generations, be
remembered for his representation of existence or his innovations in language.

The study is divided into three Parts. PartI explores Beckett’s representation
of physical decay, Part II examines mental erosion and spiritual attrition, and
finally Part III investigates linguistic and artistic contraction. This three-part
structure allows intensive examination of the major components in Beckett’s
work, from the premise that they are linked and dominated by the theme of
decay. Both the drama and the prose work are examined in each chapter (with
the exception of 10 and 11) in order to ascertain a clear indication of how
Beckett incorporates similar themes in both mediums. The examination of
both prose and drama facilitates a more comprehensive study of the theme of
decay, and allows a clear interpretation of Beckett’s writing within the confines
of each chapter heading.

Part I, entitled Physical Decay, focuses primarily on the human condition,
examining how the body is pre-disposed to failure from the moment of birth.
Beckett presents the body as a hindrance, an inadequate machine which will
ultimately break down. To be physical is to suffer, and Beckett illustrates the
pain of existence, denying us the possibility that death may provide a release.
This part also explores how Beckett’s landscapes exemplify the degeneration
of his characters.

Chapter 1 introduces Beckett’s preoccupation with the failings of the phys-
ical body, and examines how Beckett’s characters are limited because they are
physical beings. Perfection does not exist in the Beckettian world and, hence,
we acknowledge how each of the characters suffers because of the inadequacy
of the human body. This chapter examines how Beckett presents the body as
being subject to degeneration, and how from the moment of birth we, essen-
tially, begin to decline. We are all de facto handicapped, it is a universal truth,
and Beckett illustrates the imperfections of the human body and its limita-
tions, and portrays his wonderment at the human capacity for going on, des-
pite the great physical adversity that we face. Molloy says that, “To decompose
is to live too’ (Beckett 1994: 25), and Beckett illustrates this decomposition,
portraying the body as physical wreckage.

Beckett’s representation of the aged is a horrific study of the implications
of growing old, as he presents the gradual atrophy of the body caused by the
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passing of time. Hence the second chapter investigates Beckett’s representa-
tion of the aged from a corporeal perspective, examining how Beckett illus-
trates the ageing body, and investigating how the characters deal with the
condition of being old; characters such as Maddy Rooney, whose advance in
years and lack of physical strength prompt her to declare — ‘Oh let me just flop
down flat on the road like a big fat jelly out of a bowl and never move again!’
(Beckett 1990: 174). Beckett presents the twilight years as horrific, as the dim-
inution of the life force is coupled with isolation and past regrets. We witness
how the body and mind are often at odds, as the body is failing but the mind is
still active, very much aware of the physical changes that are taking place, and
unable to prevent degeneration.

Chapter 3 turns away from Beckett’s depiction of the body, and investigates
his landscapes as a reflection of our corporeal disintegration. The landscapes
may be described as apocalyptic, as the natural world is presented in a state of
degeneration and corrosion takes precedence over vitality. This part engages
with issues such as Beckett’s preoccupation with monochromatic scenes, the
lack of colour, which dominates his world, and the sterility, and fragility of the
environment. It examines why everything in the Beckettian world appears sub-
ject to decline, and illustrates how the environment provides confirmation of
the degeneration of the characters, with the external erosion emulating their
inner decay. Beckett’s characters appear to linger somewhere between life and
death, illustrating the fragility of life, and conveying the reality that we are all
scarcely alive. Chapter 4 investigates Beckett’s representation of death, and ques-
tions whether death provides termination. Life appears temporary, but death is
not always a fleeting experience, and so Beckett forces us to re-conceptualize
death, suggesting that even though the body may die, we cannot be sure if the
consciousness discontinues. This chapter examines Beckett’s depiction of death
as a process, and illustrates how, and why, Beckett conveys death as a physical and
mental experience, with bodily death and mental death not necessarily being
simultaneous. It, therefore, serves as a bridging chapter, as it engages with mental
processes, raising questions that are investigated further in the following part.

Part II, Mental Decline and Spiritual Attrition, explores Beckett’s representa-
tion of the mind and how, similar to the body, it too is prone to deterior-
ation. Beckett illustrates the Cartesian dualism of body and mind throughout
his work, and hence this part focuses fundamentally on the workings of the
mind, investigating the implications of memory, for example. Here we investi-
gate mental weariness, examining how the inability to comprehend life often
results in tiredness of mind. Insanity is also explored, illustrating how Beckett
re-conceptualizes mental disorders. Part IT also investigates ‘the ebbing spirit’,
examining the ‘spiritual’ element of existence, as opposed to the physical and
mental components.

In Beckett’s work memory appears to serve as a negative influence, as the
characters cannot escape the past, nor alleviate the pain associated with it.
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Characters often idealize memories and, at times, feel compelled to invent
memories in an attempt, perhaps, to eradicate the pain of past experience, and
thus reduce the suffering of present existence. Chapter 5 explores the concept
of voluntary and involuntary memory, examining why Beckett refrains from
idealizing memory, forcing one to conceive of it as being a negative influence
within the mind, as it is connected to suffering and psychological anguish.

The sixth chapter is an examination of mental weariness. It investigates how
the effects of time on the mind, coupled with the harshness of existence, pro-
duces mental fatigue in characters who are plagued with isolation and cannot
prevent rumination. Beckett illustrates that old age is, perhaps, not defined
by the number of years lived, but is, instead, determined by one’s mental con-
dition. The inability to stop thinking ultimately results in the mental weari-
ness that is experienced by many of the characters. This chapter explores how
tiredness of mind can produce a negative impact on the body, causing prema-
ture ageing and feelings of dejection which may ultimately facilitate mental
breakdown. Hence Chapter 7 engages with the issues of insanity and mental
disorders which are prevalent in Beckett’s work. Conventional definitions of
insanity no longer apply, as Beckett offers an inversion of the general percep-
tion of madness, illustrating that sanity and insanity are not polar opposites
and that madness is not, necessarily, a negative state of mind.

Chapter 8 moves away from the mind and looks closely at spiritual attrition
and decline. Beckett’s characters possess an inner strength which keeps them
continuing in spite of the arduousness of the journey. This chapter investigates
how the weariness of living eventually erodes the spirit, examining how the
characters function once the will to live has left them. The futility of existence
and a lack of hope forces the spirit to decline gradually, until the disillusion-
ment with life eventually causes the spirit to die and one collapses under the
monotony of living. This chapter also engages with the possibility that bodily
death and mental death must be joined with spiritual death if one is to achieve
complete termination, assuming that complete termination can, indeed, be
achieved.

Part I1I, entitled Death of the Word, examines Beckett’s form and style of writ-
ing, and explores the idea that ‘decay’ is to be found in the language itself, as
we recognize that words are pre-disposed to failure. It appears that Beckett
endeavours to write language out of existence in an attempt to locate silence.
This part focuses on Beckett’s shorter works, examining how he endeavoured
to find a ‘form’ for formlessness. We witness how Beckett takes language to its
extremes, forcing it to acknowledge its own futility. And we see how he, with
the use of neologisms and linguistic inventiveness, succeeds in creating new
genres, which attempt to express silence. This final part examines the poetic
beauty of Beckett’s ‘dying’ words.

Chapter 9 looks at Beckett’s desire to write words out of existence, as he rec-
ognized the impossibility of successful artistic expression, as words, similar to
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everything in life, are prone to failure. It is used to establish theories and pose
questions on the subject of linguistic and artistic contraction, theories that are
investigated further in the following chapters, and aims to identify the concept
of the ‘decay of language’.

Chapter 10 builds on the previous chapter, examining how form is as funda-
mental as content. This chapter is structured differently from earlier chapters,
as it focuses solely on the shorter drama, investigating how the involvement
of non-linguistic elements, such as music, serves to challenge language, for-
cing it to acknowledge its own ineptitude. Beckett’s ‘dramaticules’ convey a
linguistic crisis, as they illustrate the difficulty of expression and the degen-
erative nature of the word. We witness how everything becomes pared down,
as Beckett endeavours to create new forms of drama that are essentially meta-
linguistic and illustrate the arduousness of the creative process. And the fol-
lowing chapter examines the linguistic and artistic contraction found in the
shorter prose fiction, investigating how conventional narrative is discarded in
favour of a new style of writing, which Beckett describes as the ‘literature of
the unword’ (Beckett 1983: 173). These are experimental fictions designed
to capture the formlessness of experience and in these shorter texts we wit-
ness an increasing poeticization of the language which appears to be a direct
result of the reductionism. The shorter prose fictions illustrate the degenera-
tive nature of language, as with ‘worsening words’ (Beckett 1999a: 29), Beckett
endeavours to write words out of existence. The final chapter looks at Beckett’s
preoccupation with voices, ghosts and silence. It examines the themes of iso-
lation and loss, investigating the probability that we are all in fact alone, and
explores Beckett’s determination to depict the void and attain silence. This
world of ‘shades’ illustrates Beckett’s increasing resolve to escape the burden
of language, as everything appears subject to decay and we witness the tragedy
and death of language itself. We witness how Beckett captures the evanescence
of life and language, and consider whether the supreme aesthetic moment is
attained in the expression of ‘nothing’.

As this study engages with issues such as Beckett’s depiction of the physical,
his approach to mental conditions, and his innovations in language and form,
which are all dominated by the theme of decay, we recognize the aspiration of
the writer who attempted to ‘fail better’ by illustrating the degenerative nature
of life and language simultaneously.
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Physical Decay



