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PREFACE

In shaping my incheoaqte thoughts I must

acknowledge my especial debt to the following works:

Ian Watt's, The Rise of the Novel; Wylie Sypher's, Comedy;

‘HughAKenner's,,Flaubert, Joyce and Beckett: The Stoic

Comedians; Martin Esslin's, The Drama of tHe Absurd; and

Ernst Fischer's, The Necessity of Art.

I must also note that I find further vindication

of my viewpoint in Camus's, The Rebel and Myth of Sisyphus.




For J.T.W., but for whom this thesis would not

have been 'reborn'.

And that stcadiness whereby a fool does not
surrender laziness, fear, self pity,

depression and lust, is indeed a steadiness
of darkness.

Bhagavad Gita, 18.35



To an absurd mind reason is useless and
there is nothing beyond reason.

Camus, The Myth of Sisyphus.
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INTRODUCTION

And if you don't understand it, Ladies and Gentle=
men, it is because you are too decadent to receive
it. You are not satisfied unless form is so
strictly divorced from content that you can
comprehend the one almost without bothering to
rcad the other.! o

Beckett*s novels (I have never been able to reéd

more than a few pages of any of them) pile up

desolation at more length and to greater heights,
- in cndless images of mud, filth, and tedium.

The basic premise of this thesis is that to fully
Aundérétand what Samuel Beckett is trying to say in his
novels one needs to examine thé way in which he approaches
the.novel form,_to-see clearly the'relatioﬁship bgtween"
form and content. | |

To bggin With we might consider how his handling
- of fhé novel form differs from that of accredited masters
of théiform, such as Baiiac, Dickeﬁs and Tolstoi? or td
put it in negative terms, what do Beckett's no?els lackAin
comparison with the great mastérpiecés of the-nineteenth

century and the early decades of this century? There are

of course the endless images of mud, filth and tecdium",

- 1Samucl Bcckett, 'Dante;.Bruno..Vico..Joyce‘ in
- Our Examination Round his Factification for Incamination
of Work in Progress (Paris: Shakespeare § Co., 1929), p. 13.

A 2G. S. Fraser, The Modern Writer and Iiis World
(Penguin Books, 1964), p. 63.




buf in addition the range of action, and of characterization,
in Beckett's novels is very limited. They involve only one
main character, 1i?ing a very limited, introspective life;
characters furthermore whose relationship with the.normal,
rcal world of us mortals becomes morc and more remote as we
move from Murphy (1938) to How It Is (1964). This one
character lives a very limited cxistence and meets a limited
number of pcople. Again from one novel to the next there is -
a progresgion‘towards a morc and more limited.environment.

To take Murphy as an example, Murphy himself is the only
impértant charaCter,’Celia,Ahis Irish friends (who form a
sub-plot), Mr. Endon, and Ticklepenny are recally only
iﬁCidQntal‘to'him. In ad&ition-most of the action and
Murphy'é life centres on ohe place, Mufphy's "médium-sized
cage of north-western aspect”; Iﬁ Watt the one important
charadter is Watt himself, unless one would want to include
the mysterious Mr. Knott as a charécter, wﬁich would be |
rathef:difficdlt'aé thegieader never ''sees" him, and

according to Watt his appearance is constantly changing.

As there is no sub—plot in Watt there is even more of a
‘fdcus on one charaéter in this novel. Again there 1s one
maih setting, Mr. Knott's house.

To some critics thesc are important'aSpects of
ABeckett'sllimitations as:d novelist.

Who do we éxpect from a good novel? Surely the

tendency is to expect truth to life, verisimilitude, a
N b



wide range of developed characters, and a variety of

setting. War and Peace 1s seen by many as the grcatest

novel because of its scope and scale at all levels of
experience. It deals with a grcat historical eveﬁf, has a
wide range of developed characters, covers a great sweep

of landscape and it dealsrat depth with a variety of subtlely-

realized characters.

Acéepting the gréatness of War and Peace ﬁhe queStioni
I would raisc is whether ﬁe can make a direct'comparison
between it and the novels of Samucl Beckctt? ~or to put the
qucstipn qnothef“way,vis there only one form of the novel?'
There has bgcn'no thorough attempt to claséify'tthdiffefent
 form5'of theindvei, thoﬁgh.Norfhrop'Frye makes some vefyv
pdsitive‘suggestions.é Quite clearly though Wuthering

Heights, Moll Flanders, The Scarlet Letter, The Castle,

Gulliver's Travels, War andiPeace, have similar qualities

" it would be wrong to judge them all by precisely the same

criteria. Can we hqpe to:fu11y~ﬁndgrstand.Wuthering Heights

within the same general critical framework as MOllVFlénders?

or to take another example is The Scarlet Letter written in

the same'literéry_form as Middlemarch? and furthefmore where -

3®Northrop Frye, Anatomy of Criticism (New York:

Atheneum, 1966), scece pp. 303-14 especially. Frye sums up

his views on the differing forms of prose fiction as follows:
"when we examine fiction from the point of view of form, we
can four chief strands binding it together, novel, confession,
anatomy, and romance.: The six possible combinations of these
forms all exist, and we have shown how the novel has combined
with cach of the other three." Anatomy of Criticism, p. 312.-




do we place works 1like Gulliver's Travels and Brave New

World. Samuel Beckett is attempting something different

in Murphy and Watt from Tolstoi, his art is that of the
satirist, rather than that of the writer of the traditional
'realistic novel, or the writer in the romance tradition of

the novel (Wuthering Heights, The Scarlet Letter, Mobbeick).“

Thercfore in terms of the-develqpment of the novel we must
sce Beckett in relation to Swift, Sterne and Huxley rather
than Tolstoi, D. H. Lawrence, Thomas Illardy, or Thomas Mann.

A glancé at Northrop Frye's discussion of Menippean satirér

in Anatomy of Criticism-is of value at this point:

We remarked earlier that most pcople would call
Gulliver's Travels fiction but not a novel. It
must -then be another form of fictionm, as it certain-
1y has a form, and we feel that we are turning from
the novel.to this form, whatever it 1s, when we turn
from Rousseau's Emile to Voltaire's Candide, or from
Butler's The Way of All Flesh to the Erewhon books,
or from Iluxley's Point Counterpoint to Brave New
World. The form thus has its own tradition, and, as
the examples of Butler and Huxley show, has preserved
some integrity even under the ascendency of the novel.
. But while much has been said ‘about the style .
and thought of Rabelais, Swift and Voltaire, very .
little has been made of them as craftsmen worklng
in a specific medium, a point no one dealing with
a novelist would ignore. . . . The form used by
these authors is the Menippean satire, . . . The
‘Menippean satire deals less with people as such
than with mental attitudes. Pedants, bigots,
cranks, parvenus, virtuosi, enthu51asts;'rapaciousA
and incompetent professional men of all kinds, are
handled in terms of their occupational approach to
life as distinct from their social behaviour. The
Menippean satire thus resembles the confession in

“See p. 304 of Anatomy of Criticism




its abilitv to handle abstract ideas and theories,
and dlffers from the novel in 1its characterlzatlon
" which is stylized rather than naturalistic, and

presents people as mouthpieces of the 1deas they
represent.

Howewer, it 1s not merely man and his institutions

‘that Beckett satirizes but the novel form and himself as
novelist, and again we can quote Frye to show that this
too belongs w1th1n the framework of the Menippean satire:

The romantic flxatlon Wthh revolves around the>‘

beauty of perfect form, in art or clscwhere, is

also a logical target for satire. . . . Tristram

Shandy and Don ‘Juan illustratce very clearly the

constant tendency to self-parody in satiric

rhetoric which prevents even the process of

writing itself from becomlng an oversimplified
convention or 1dea1

Givem thiS‘quality of parody in Murphy and Watt’
is not'atAall strange that they should be $0 different from

War and Peace, or Middlemarch any more than The Rape of the

Lock isAso vefy different from The Aeneid.  One character,
livingjin a'very limited enyirenment thus replaces the full
canvas of the'major nineteenth centﬁry novelist. The subtle
exploratlon of a character s psycholooy found in novels of
what one mlght call the main tradltlon is parodled in the

chapter on Murphy's mind:

SAnatomy of Criticism, pp. 308-9. Watt and Murphy
are pedants, parodies of phllosophers_~ and even novelists -
in the attitude to reality. ~

S Andtomy of Criticism, pp. 233-34.



It 1s most unfortunate, but the point of this
story has been reached where justification of
the expression "Murphy's mind'' has to be
attempted. Happily we need not concern our-
selves with this apparatus as 1t really was -
that would be an extravagance and an ‘
impertinence - but solely with what it felt
and pictured itself to be.’

We have of course to wait until Chapter 6 before
we get this information - in a novel which appropriately .
enough has thirteen chapters! A further illustration of
this irrevercent approach by Beckett to the novel form
would be the amusingly anti-climactic death of Murphy, or
for that matter-the ending of Watt. However, a detailed
discussion Qf this is of cburse_morc appropriate'fOr'the
middle chapters of this thesis.

At. this point I would like to try and place the
early novels of Samﬁel.Beckett more clearly,within the
tradition of the novel (I am using the word novel in its
traditional "wague'" sense, and within it -including.the four
prose fiction forms that Northrop Frye labels novel,
confession;'anatamy - Frye uses this term in pléce-of
Menippean satire® -, romance).

As many writers have noted, what distinguishes the

novel from earlier narrative forms, such as the epic

: 7Samuel-Betkett,\Murphy (London: - John Calder, 1963),
p. 76. S _— . : ‘

®Sce pp. 311-12 of Anatomy of Criticism.



and medieval romance, is the far greater emphasis that it
places on verisimilitude. (This is true even of the

romance form of the novel such as Wuthering Heights or The

Scarlet Letter, though I will be disregarding the romance

novel form in the consideration of the central tradition

of the novel form, as discussed by Tan Watt in The Rise of

the Novel.) The novel is the particular literary product
of the modern world, that period beginning in the sixteenth
century which has placed an cmphasis on rationalism,
~scientific or experimentally verifiable truth, and the
importance of the individual:

The plots ofAclaSSicai and renaissance cpic, for

example, were based on past history or fable, and

the merits of the author's trcatment were. judged

largely according to a view of literary decorum

derived from the accepted models 1in the genre.

This literary traditionalism was first and most

fully challenged by the novel, whose primary

criterion was truth to individual experience - .

~individual experience which is always unique and

therefore new.?® ~

In science, in religion, in the novel and in

- philosophy, individual experience - in the case of science,
~research - has replaced collective tradition as the source
of truth and reality. The novel is oné aspect of that modern

movement which led to the pursuit of objective truth in

science, led to thé[emphasié on the primacy of the.

9Ian Watt, The Rise of the Novel (Penguin Books, 1963),
p. 13. B .



individual conscience, and an indiﬁidual scarch for truth
in the Bible, in puritanism, and to Descartées assertion
"trogito, ergo sum'", in philosophy. In particular we note
a stress -on Reason and the mind as part of this mofement
in Science, Puritanism and theAphilosophy of Descartes.!®
The novel's concern with objéctiye~truth 1s very much a
reflection of the féith placed in Science and Reason by
the modern world. As science has attempted to explain
reality more and more complectely in terms of physics,
chemistry, mathematits, psychology, sociolbgy, étc., SO
the novel ffom Défoe on.équally has attempﬁedrto present
,witﬁin.its pages an as true as possible copy of reality.
‘Novelists haVeAalways been very concerned with making us
believe the "truth" of their "fiction" - and not so much
its qesthetic or even entertainment Valué.. Also the |
historical development of the novel reflects fhc'different
scientific and phileQphical theories of eaéh age.. We note
the influeﬁce of Loéke on Sterne, Darwin, Hhxley and
Schopenhauer, onAHardy, Freﬁd, Bergson, Einstein, etc. on’
thé Various twentieth century_writersl There is inherent
in this relationship between science and the novel'a major

dilemma, for if each is trying to do the same thing, why do

1°Rene Descartes (1596-1650) is usually considered
the founder of modern philosophy, see for example Bertrand
Russell, History of Western Philosophy (London: Allen §
Unwin Ltd., 10th. Impression, 1967), p. 542. :




we nced both?

Aspects of novelists continuing search for objective
truth has been the use of autbbiographical material in
various forms, from Dickens to Joyce; the general dis-
appearance of the omnisclent author, and the critical
disrepute that this technique has fallen .Ainto; and the
development of stream of consciousness iechniqUe.

An interesting and invaluable discussion of the
development of modern novelist's documentation of reality

is found in Hugh.Kenner's book Flaubert, Joyce and Becketf:

Stoié Comedians!?. Each of these authors Kenner sces as
marking an importént stége in the development of the modern
néyelf. | » | |

For Beckett is the heir df Joyce as bece ig the

heir of Flaubert, each Irishman having perceived

a new beginning.in the impasse to which his
predecessor seemed to have brought the form of

fiction.'?
Kenner sces Flaubert bringing the invention of the
encyclopaedia to the aid of the novelist in his novel

Bouvard.- et Péuchet:

And the Flanbertian novel, furthermore, if it
observes people being stupid and superficial,
examines, embalms, their stupidities and
superficialities. It finds itself, at last,

11Hugh Kennef, Flaubert, Joyce énd-Beckétt: The
Stoic Comedians (Boston: Beacon Press, 1962).

'2Flaubert, Joyce and Bé;kett, p. 70.
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turned into a scientific instrument, of cncyclo-
paedic scope, an encyclopedia of the null; and

at last it concerns itself with two men seeking
to engorge all knowledge. The two men, in turn,
‘were to write the second half of the novel. ,
Compiling in the twilight of their grand illusion
a classified encyclopaedia every line of which
Flaubert had found for them in other books, they
were to grow at last - how could they help 1t? -
.indistinguishable from.their author, who had
pursued every detail of their imbecile researches
into books where (he knew in advance as they did
not) nothing was to be found.

Behind this novel stands the 11,000 pages of Flaubert's

notes! - In Bouvard et Péuchet we have a parody of the

novclists_ concern with pfescnting truth and knowledge -
the novel form being very much the middle classes bible
for social behaviour. A novel about two men compiling

'an_cncyciopaédia,_the material for which was drawn.ffom

Flaubert's own Le_DictidnairérDes Idées chues:"aAnovel

wﬁich shows, in the form of parody, Flaubert's recognition
of the 1mp0531b111ty of his task and the absurdlty of
~modern man's ObSCSSlOD with facts and yet of modern_man,
and the novelist's, need for facts, aﬁd factual description,
to make. the world real for him.

Kenner seeé_James Joyce in ‘Ulysses as moving the '
novel on from the impasse found byAFlaubert; An impasse
created by Flaubert's recognition of-the'scientific'naturé
of the novelist's pursuit of truth. Joyce's solution of

- the problem of accommodating an infinite accumulation of

1 2
4+ O

Flaubert, Joyce and Beckett, p. 71.



data,
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of the novelist "god'" attempting to contain the

~infinite within a finite literary form was to narrow the

basic scope of his novel to one man, one city, one .day.

Within this framcwork there is a scrupulous attention to

verisimilitude as is well known. However Joyce does not

bring an encyclopaedic accumulation of facts but rather

numcrous inventories:

As every commentator since Stuart Gilbert -
has discovercd, nothing-is eusier than to
disentangle with paticnce, lists and more

. lists from the Protean text. What seems not

to be dwelt upon is the fact that these 1lists

.are commonly finite, and that.so far as he

can, Joyce is at pains to include every item
on them. What we can recover from his text

- 1s not a few samples, but the entire 1list.

This is particularly clear in Finnegans Wake,
where he had not, as in Ulysses, considerations

- of verisimilitude to impede him. Mr. James

Atherton . . .-has noted the presence in that
work of -all the titles of Shakespeare's plays,
all of Moore's Irish melodies, . . . all the

Books of the Bible, all the suras of the Koran.
This is the comedy of the Inventory, the

comedy of exhaustion, comic precisely because

exhaustive. The feeling proper to comic art,

~Joyce wrote is Joy, and by way of making clear
~what Joy is, he distinguished it from desire.
- Now the virtue of this exhaustiveness is this,

that by it desire is utterly allayed. Nothing
is missing. We have the double pleasure of
knowing what should be present and knowing

~that all is present.

Here,

~ the

toge

Joyce, like Swift and Sterne for example, recognizes
nature of the book as an artifact, something to be put

ther, rather than like a story 'told':

'“Flaubert, Joyce and Beckett, pp. 54-5.
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LLaurence Sternc availed himself of a hundred
devices totally foreign to the story teller but
made possible by the book alone: not only the
blank and marbled pages, the suppressed chapters
represcnted only by headings, the blazonry of
punctuation marks and the mimetic .force of wavy
lines, but also the suppression of narrative-
suspense - a suspense proper to the story teller
who holds us by curiosity concerning events
unfolding in time - in favor of a bibliographic
suspense which depends on our knowledge that the
book in our hands is of a certain size and that
the writer thercfore has somechow reached the end
of it - by what means?'?®

(Beckett quite obViously lcarnt a lot from Sterne,
-and” Watt in particular is-full»of comic typographical
deviées.)

What led Flaubert, Jché and finally Beékett to
their somewhat absurdAcohtortiohs}. Surely,the answer lies
in the faith that our modcrn; rationalistic, middle-éléss
‘society has plaéed_in science ana material progfess and its
inherent suspicion of-”fictionf; If the ﬁoﬁel is to keep
pace with the society of which it is a product and not
become an énachroniém, it needs to develop along with
other modes of scientific research:

‘Thé realism of the: nineteenth éentury was a
comparable form of prlmltlve experiment - this
time influenced by sciences like medicine,

psychology or psychiatry, and laboratoryi
biological, or sociological observation.'®

15Flaubert, Joyce ahd Beckett p. 49.

16WY1ie'Syphér Rococo to Cublsm in Art and therature
(New York: Alfred KnopF Inc., 1960) . XXiii.
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The crisis faced.by the twentieth century novelist
is that other ways of presenting knowledge threaten toAmake
the novel obsolete, for example, so;iology,rpsychology, and
the cinema to take but three major "rivals'. His ﬁroblcm
1is bnerf finding a form for a ncw vision of reality. His
danger is that the novel's traditional emphasis on factual
verisimilitude may lead him to produce what is in effect

‘second-rate sociology, history, psychology, etc. Thus Joyce

in Ulysses concerns himself a great deal with the novel form

~as such, with the novel as book. But for the device of the
inventory would Ulysses been more than a further advance

on Middlemarch a movement away from the ndvel form as such

info the discipline of sociology? The problem was one of
tryiﬂg to create a novel rather than a.scicﬁtific study.
These parodies, as-cxamined_by Kennér,»reflect a

dilemma in the modefn, post-Cartesian world that goes. |
beyond the ﬁovcl form itSelf, it mirforé the crisis of the 
twentieth céntury itseif. God is dead and. the novel
-according to many is dying. Man;s faith in ratidnal,r
Vscienfific thought, in the possibiiity of filing reality
into neat boxes has been Severely sﬁaken. He witnesses a
'fragmentétion, rather thén a unification of kanledge.

But‘an'éstéblished authority to which one might

appeal no longer existed. Theologians;

scientists, politicians, .sociologists,

biologists, psychologists, ethnologists, v
economists all approached the problem from their
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own viewpoint.!?

Man replaced God with Science and now has begun to
lose his faith in Science!

Where docs the novelist stand in this situation,
using as. he docs the tools of rationalism? A question
which leads us to consider Samuel Beckett, a writer I feel
who has "most successfully intuited the quality of human
‘experience pecculiar to'" our age.!'® Beckett's attitude to
himself as mnmovelist, I feel, might well be put- in terms of
his own‘comments on the painter Bram Van Velde'

The situation is that of him who is helpless

cannot act, 1in the event cannot paint, since he
is. obliged to paint. The act of him who, helpless,
unable to act, acts, '1n the event palnts since he
is obllged to paint.

'VThe novelist's task (or for that any twentieth century

artlst 's) ‘is impossible because twentleth century man has

no faith in7any absolute system of Values,whetherbthose-of

!7Ernst Cassirer, An Essay on Man (New Haven Yale-
University Press, 1966), p. 21. ‘

1%Rococo to Cubism, p. xix. "I have assumed that a -
genuine style 1s an expression of a prevailing, dominant,
or authentically contemporary view of the world by those
artists who have most successfully intuited the quality of
human éexperience peculiar to their day and who are able to
phrase this experience in forms deeply congenial to the
thought, science, and technology which arc part of that
cxperience."

19Samuel Beckett and Georges Duthuit; Three Dialogues

in Samuel Beckett ed. Martin Esslln (New Jersey Prentice-
Hall, Inc., 1965), p. 19.
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religion, or onc of the branches of science, yet the work
of the novelist (any artist) depends on a referentiai use
of language. Beckett éxplores the predicament of modefn
mén at the Iimit of uncertainty, using the novel form as

the medium @f his exploration. No longer is‘the novelist
an omniscient god but an incompefent, the fool - but like
the.clown, we note, a professional whose folly has behind
it considerable artistry, like the clown he knows how to
fall and éam'walk the tightrope as skillfully,—if need be,
as the prdféssioﬁal_high wire act. To appreciaté Beckett's

aims"ih Murphy;=Watt and the later novels the'reader has to

. accopt the fact that Beckétt approaches the novel form as

- fool or clown - not the omniscient god of War and Peace or

Bleak louse.2° In this perspective we have to see the

'scalg and stépe-of his novels Beckett's incompetent heroes
are the fitting persons for £he incompetent~nove1ist; His |
heroes are anti-heroés because this is a parody world.‘
Murphy's whole endeavour is to escapec from tﬁc world of
action into the harmony and pcacé»bf the mind; he trie$ to
escape love and work and in the end dies because someone

pulls the wrong chaln. If Murphy lives somcwhat on the edge

200Beckett's first strategy is a %trategy of survival.
If it is impossible to carry competence further, (Joyce
having done thls) he will sce what can be done w1th . .
incompetence.®”™ Flaubert, Joyco and- Beckett, p. 75. The point
that I .am making here Tas its origins 1in Kenner's idea of
Beckett as the novelist of the impasse.
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of insanity, Watt 1s completely insane; However, strangely
.enough both "heroes" reflect certain aspects of the novelist.
A novelist, like Murphy, sits anti-socially away iq his room
attempting to create an artistié, thcreforc_self-cdntained
and harmonious vision of the world. He too shuns '‘normal"
work, and like Watt he-too attempts to capture with words

the clusive characteré of his Mr; Knotts!

In terms-of scale and approach to characterisation
Beckett's novels differ radically from those of Dickens,
VTolétoi; Doistoieveski, George Eliot, Balzac; but to-Comparé
Beckett directly with these novelists. is to-ignoré his
intentibn and confuse form with content. Beckett's's;aie
and approach are essentiai to him as the 'wfong—end of the
felescopc view' of mdnkihd 1s necessary for Swift in'Bon 1

of Gulliver's Travels. The limited méans are~cdmparab1e

_With thosé at the disposal of the circus tloWn. Murphy and
Watt are modern man, at an éxtreme, indeed ridiculous at- |
their cxtrémify. Wé can laugh at them for they are not like
us, but;are they not caficaturés Qf importahf aspect of -
.twentieth—century, urban mah, is there not some profound
truth behind the artiéticAdistortion?' Doesn't the fpél in
Beékett's worké have  a fﬁnction 1ike fhe clown, the fool
in Shakespeare and the scapcgoat in primitiversociety:
. Thus in all his roles the fool is set épart,
dedicated, alienated, if not outcast, becaten
-slain. Being isolated he serves as a 'centre

of indifference', -from which position the
rest of us may, if we will look through his
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eyes and appraiée the meaning of our daily life.?!?
Through such protagonists Beckett not only explores the
predicament of twentieth-century man but of himself as
twentieth-century man and noveliét. |
In Critically examining Samuel Beckett's early
novels we must note the.ultimately comic aim of Beckett's"
satiric art and not judge it merely in.terms-of surface

content: There is more, for example, to Oedipus Rex than

is contained in these despairing lines:
CHORUS: .

All the . generations of mortal man add up to nothing!
Show me the man whose happlness was anythlng more
than illusion .

Followed by disillusion.
The tragic catharsis of the total play raises us above the
disillusionment of these lines. Equally this is true of
»Beékett; for thougﬁ his vision is frequently dark, through -
comedy the emptiness of disillusionment is held back. In
. looking at Beckett's comic vision we also need always to

bear in mind-theraffiﬁity that some modern critics have

notéd_bétweeﬁ comedy and tragedy:

21Comedy ed. Wylle Sypher (Now York: Doubleday §
Company, 1956}, p. 234. '

22s@phocles, The Theban Plays (Penguin Books, 1966),

p. 59.
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Perhaps the most important discovery in
modern criticism is the perception that comedy
and tragedy are somehow akin, or that comedy

can tell us many things about our situation
even tragedy cannot.?

2'Sypher, Comedy, p. 193.



CHAPTER 1: MURPHY

I. will supposc, then, not that Deity, who 1s
sovereignly good and the fountain of truth, but
that some malignant demon, who is at once _
exceedingly potent and deceitful, has employed
all his artifice to dececive me; I will suppose
that the sky, the air, the earth, colours,
figures, sounds, and all cxternal things, are
nothing better than the illusions of drecams, by
means of Wthh this belng has laid snares for my
credulity.?

‘llowever that might be, Murphy was content to

“accept- this partial congruence of the world of
his mind with the world of his body as due to
some such process. of supernatural deftcrmination.
The problem was of little interest. Any
solution would do that did not clash with the
feeling, growing stronger as Murphy grew older,
that his mind was a closed system, subject to
no principle of change but its own, seclf-.
sufficient and 1mpermeab1e to the v1c1551tudes-
of the body.?

‘Is Murphy;yet another dreary novel of urban
alienation, bolstered by intellectﬁal'pretentiouéness? or
is it_a génuihé,attgmbt to cxpldre, throughrthe artistic :
medium of the novel, the twentieth cent@ry predicament? -
_or_indegd the humanvsituation as such? The attitude that

I adopted in my introduction clearly indicates the'view-

: lRenéfDeséartes, Medltatlons on thc First Phllosophy
(London: Dent, 1960), p. 84.

2Samuel Beckett, Murphy (London: John Calder, 1963),
p. 77. ' ' _ ' . ' o
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point that I take: Murphy is a caricaturc® of modern man

at an extremity; and through the catharsis of comedy

Beckett explores the real dilemmas of twentieth century man.
More specifically Murphy-parodies the philosophicai approach
of René Descartes”.  Unlike tho-sclf—confideﬁt seventeenth-
century man Murphy has no simple solution to thé problem

of evil and the‘relationship Between‘body and mind, the self
and the exfernal‘world.A We witnessAin Murphy the attenpt
~of a man to cséape from the external world intb thé private
world of his mind. Despite the very obvious philosophical
allusions in thi; novel, However; I would wish to argue

that this-novel is more than minor, philosophical satire.
Our,world is the product of seventeenth centhryArationalism'
,and'indifidualism. EVen,if we have never heard of Descartes
(let alone Geulinx), or Luther, our 1ives have to a great
extent been moulded by the kinds of attitude that they and
othérs évolved in the seventeeﬁth ceﬁtury. 'Murphy is a
‘comic Versioh of the Rétionalist,-Puritan and Individualist -

we witness in this '"clown" version of modern man basic -

3"In his notebooks Kafka explained that.he'wahted
to exaggerate situations until everything becomes clear."
Comedy ed. Wylie Sypher (New York: Doubleday, 1956), p. 197.

, *I am aware of Beckett's more specific use of Geulinx,
a disciple of Descartes in Murphy My concern in this thesis
is, however, to place Beckett in relation to the main general
trends of the modern or post-renaissance world, not to study
it in relation to one, somewhat obscure philosopher. In
particular I am following Tan Watt's The Rise of the Novel.
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elements of our world pushed to a laughable extremity.

To be able to laugh at evil and error means that
we have surmounted them.?®

The split between body and mind inaugurated by
Descartes and Puritanism, is pushed to absurd limits in
Murphy, who at the beginning of the novel stfuggles in his
rocking chair to escape into the frecedom of his mind:

He sat in his chair in this way because it gave
him pleasure! First it gave his body pleasure,
it appeased his body. Then it set him free in
his mind.*®

'In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries the
majority of thinking men at least, had-fqith in the power

of Rcason, as we witness for example in one of the. first

novglsARobiHSOn Crusoe. By the twentieth century man's
vfaith in extérnalireality and. the power of his ReasonAfQ
‘comprehend it, has-been shaken by_thé vefyrprobihgs~of_~
scientific rationalism. Ian Watf sees Crusoe és
representétivc bf_the optimiétic,rationalism of the early
eighteenth_;cntury.' Crusoe doesn't seeck iSoléfionffrom
soCiety,-unlike Mufphy,'but it is forced upoﬁ him as
retributién;one might well feel, for his pride.

| However, he brings the values énd_technologonf

his society to his island, there is no discontinuity.

SComedy, p. 246.

¢ Murphy, p,'6,



22

Solipsist Murphy, however, recjects his society and attempts
to retreat within himself, to escape the problems of life
within society.. Both characters arc the products of an
individualistically orientated culture, but they stand at
completely opposite ends of the modern age. Crusoe had the
solid values of his soeiety to support him in his isolation,
Murphy has no such support as a twentieth- ccntury man.
Standlng between Crusoe and Murphy, thouqh obv1ou51y Very
much nearer the latter is Conrad's Heyst, the hero of
Victory. lHeyst attempts to escape society and the dualistic
problems of body and mind, good and evil and persohal
relationships by retreatlng to a remote Far- Eastern Island
[Dav1dson] could not posslbly guess that Heyst

alone on the island, felt neither more nor less

lonely than in any place desert or populous.

Davidson's concern was, 'if one may express it so,

the danger of spiritual starvation; but this was

a spirit which had renounced. all outside ,

nourisShment, and was sustaining itself proudly

on its own contempt of the usual coarse ailments

which life offers 'to the common -appetites of men. ’

Murphy 1s of course on a éimilar'quest, and he

fails, just as does Heyst, to escape the all pervasive
force of evil (though'Murphy might be seen 1 suppose, as
1ron1ca11y ach1ev1ng what he is really seeking - death,

oblivion). If we sce Murphy as a comic version of such a

_twentieth—Century anti-hero as Heyst_we will better under-

’Joseph Conrad, Victory (Penguin_Beoks,_1970), p. 152.
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standAhimAand his role in the novgi. If we atfempt to
compare Mﬁrphy as a human being wifh major characteré in
the works of the major novelists,.one certainly has tQ 
admit. that he is'a feeble speciﬁen.v HoWévcr if welaccept
~him as a caricature of the alienated twenticth-century
~man, 1f we take him as a novelistic scapegoat for the evils~
of our socicty we will be in a pésition to betfer undersfand'
Béékett's aims 1n Murphy: |

At this public purging or catharsis the 'scapegoat

was often the divine man or animal, in the guise

of victim, to whom were transferred the sins and

- misfortuncs of the worshippers.?®
A_It,has»been the.tendency of modern Western

Civilizafion ovef the last foﬁr centuries to stress the
primacy.ofﬂindividual-experience as opposed to tradition.
This tendency gqve Birth to modern sciencé; Puritanism,
‘Demoqfaqy, the novel, the middle-élass, bureaucracy, thé'
modern urban world, the factory system~of‘ﬁas$ Prbduction,
etc., etc. Ih Murphy.iﬁdiVidualism is>pushed; albeif'inv
Comic-tcrms, to the extremes of alienation and egotism,-
Indeed Qe might gd furfher and say that iﬁ the £wenfieth_”
centufy we witnéss the dualism of the Cartcsiéns tending
towérds'the madness of Schizophrenié.' HeySt's.pilgrimage:
took him first away from normal Europeén society to the

- Far-East and then to almost complctc isolation on an

8Comédy, ed.'Wylie_Syphér, p. 216.
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island, Murphy's attempt is cven more radical, he is searching
for a perpetdal escapé from the world of the body. He has
taken the remarks of Descartes quoted at the head'of this
chapter to their logical conclusion in a world in which

Cod 1s decad! Murphy's rejection of the world outside his
mind leads to the paucity of relationships, characfer and
action within the péges of the.novel. But as I have |
suggested the basic form or shapés of the novel, of the form
that Beckett requires for his theme dictates this, for if
Beckett is toAcomment on what_he fecls to be pertinenf
COncerné of his_age'he cannot use an outmoded form of the
novel. Like technology the novel has been consfantly
changing since the beginning of the eighteenth century as

it isiremouldCd to reflect the contemporary ethos.

A particularly significaﬁt fact, in terms of the way
that Beckeft handles the'novel'form{ ié the fact that he,
the novelist, finds himself inta similar situation-to»that
" of his hero Murbhy. It 1s perhaps.appropriate at this
point.to note some-simiiarities’between Samuel Beckett»andv
Murphy; | |

Born in 1906 of protestant parents-in Dublin |
Béckett‘graduatcd from Trinity College with a B.A. in French
and Italian 1n-1927. As he had shown considcrqblc.academic
promiéé he Was ﬁominated'by his University as its | |
representative in a traditional exchange of lecturers with

~the famous ELcole Normale Supérieure in Paris, where he went
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in 1928. In 1930 he returned to Dublin to take the post-
of assistant to the professor of Romance Languages at
Trinity College:
Thus at the age of twenty-four Beckett

scemed launched on a safe and brilliant academic

and literary career. He obtained his Master of

Arts degree. His study of Proust,

~appeared in 1931.

‘However,

After only four terms at Trinity College,

he had had enough. . . . Beckett embarked on
a period of Wanderjahre. Writing poems and

- stories, doing odd jobs, he moved from Dublin
to London to Paris, . . . It is surely no

coincidence that so many of Beckett's later

characters are tramps dnd wanderers, and that

all are lonely

Therc are ample resemblances. here betwcen Murphy

and Beckett.!® Furthermorc,tBeckctt s approach astnovellst
to the novel form is in perfect harmony with thefchafacter
that he creates, for the novelist himself clearly can be
~'seen as exhibiting certain characteristics of those

individualistic tendencies of our age parodied in Murphy.

‘9Mart1n Esslin, The Theatre of the Absurd (New York:
Doubleday & Co. 1961), pp. 3-4. . :

'%0ne could include’ these comments on the 1n£atuat10n
of Lucia Joyce for Samuel Beckett: - : :
""As her self control began to lcave her she
made less effort to conceal the passion she felt

for him, and at last her feelings bccame so overt
that Beckett told her bluntly heé came to the Joyce
flat primarily to see her father. He felt he had
been cruel and later told Peggy Guggenheim that he
was dead and had no feelings that were human; hence
he had not been able to fall in love with Luc1q

The Theatre of the Absurd, P 5. :
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For example, he does not rcemould a trdditional stdry but
~attempts to create his own original world. He attempts

to "capture" the world within the pages of his novel, and
claims through his art special powers of insight iﬁtorthe
nature of the real world. From the beginning of the novel
this has been éo, but the emphasis placed on the truth

of the novelist's porfrayal of'reality has grown. In the
nineteenth century, and even in this ége,ﬁcople read novels

just as in an earlier age they read Pilgrim's Progress or

the Bible. There is, however, the other side of the coin,

a novel is fiction. Of coursc each generation of novelists_
A has-emphasized“trUth, he could not do otherwise in a culture
dedicated to the worship of Reason and Scicnce, but have
always felt the need, frém'Defoe on, to dcfend.their_art
againsp the charge that it is merely éntértainment; fantasy,
fiction, romance. In our age the novelist has had to face--
a particular crisis in tefmSAOfvhis claim to truth rather
than fiction: psychology, socielogy and anthrdpology in
their prloratidns of the-indifidual and society‘tﬁreatEn

to uéurp the afeas-in which the novel claimed to be'the
source of trﬁth,A'This has led to the inward movement of
~the novel form with the modern psy?hological novel and
‘stream-of&conséidusness{; But.the modern novelist is

faced with ﬁultiferious versions of reality that the
fragmented disciplinéé of modern.science have given. He

has to confront the dilemma raised by Descartes, without
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Descartes  rcligious safety-net, in terms of the réaiity
of the world that he sees and of ihe one that he creates.
His existential dilemma is whether what he creates 1is any-
thing more than pure fantasy. There can be no cgrtainty
for him in the world that we inhabit. If one no longer
has faith in the pbwer of Reason, or God or whatever,ione
can no longer write novels - in the nineteenth-century
sense anyhow. Ecgkctt-walks a tight-rope between the
impossibility of communication and the impossibility of
comprechension. With a- character such as-Murphy, the
hovclist-faces thé_chalienge of trying t¢,maintain his
reader's interest, when the purpose of the character he
has created is to escape from the world, étriving towards
A silénce, whether in the form of Nirvana, insénify or:death.
This is Beckett the noveliét-¥ clown doing the cbnjuring
trick.

Beckett's theme certainly has its dark, despairing
aspect with strong éuggestions of inéanity ahd suicide;
but through Murphy and the éomedy of the'extremity Béckeit 
-confronts ‘the despair érising from ﬁodern man's loss of
faith, thfough comedy;-Béckett‘iéads his readers-to
recognize more clearly the absurdity and hence the folly
of Murphy, and thus of certain tendencies in our world.
There-is no simple solution 'merely the‘heaithy power of
'laughter and ﬁhe‘catharsis it can.bring: |

Perhaps the most important discovery in
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modern criticism is the porce?tion that comedy
and tragedy arec somchow akin.'!

There is a comic road to wisdom, as well as
a tragic road. There is a comic as well as
tragic control of life. And the comlc control”
may be more useable, morc relcvant to the human
condition in all its normalcy and confusion,
1ts many unreconciled directions. Comedy as’
‘well as tragedy can tell us that the vanity of
the world is foolishness before the gods.
Comedy dares seek truth in the slums of East-
cheap or the crazy landscape Don Quixote wanders -
across or the enchanted Prospero Isle. By mild
inward laughter it tries to keep us sanc in the
drawing room, among-decent men and women. It
tells us that man is a giddy thing, yet does not
despair of men. Comedy gives us recognitions
hecaling as thec recognitions of tragic art.!?

As Becké%t sees-it his role és a novelist in thg
twentieth centhy is that of a skilled comic Artist who
makes us sée.ourselves throﬁgh the power of laughter.

Another aspect of Murphy is that in addition to
being a parody of the Rationalist and Romantic Individuaiist,
he is also a'parody_Puritan,'ih the'wéy in whicﬁ_he strivés»
to escape from the worid.of his body and senses into the

burity~of his detached mind. This is seen for example in.
hié felationship with Celia.

He 1laid the receiver haStily in his lap. The

part of him that he hated craved for Celia, the

part that he loved shrivelled up at the thought
of her.!?

"1Comedy, ed. Sypher, p. 193.
'2Comedy, pp. 254-5.

"*Murphy, p. 9.
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Puritanism is of course another aspect of the wholé
rationaiistic, individualistic'mo&emeht. Incidenfally

it prepared the way for the ﬁdvel with its emphasis on
’Bible.rgading. It ‘also emphasized the idea of a direct,
individual personal relationship with God, as opposed to
the more communal medieval catholic church. But in
particular 1t emphasized thc'supériority of mind over

body and‘fhe constant threat.that the "soul" or ”Spirit“
faces from the "flesh'". In terms of Cartcsiaﬁ'philoSophy
Puritanism Saw the external, material wofld;jWhich includes
the human body, as full of devils épd deCéption and that
the individual Can.ﬁltiﬁately on1y find‘salvation throﬁgh

a peféonai,relationship with Cod and his Word in the.Bible,
'Thertendencies inherent in Puritanism,,faken to a 1udicrou$1y'
comic'extremé, but an extfemé veryrpertinént for our age,
lead to théAfigufe of Murphy. ~In more seribus-tefms it

has led to 3lienation, sterility and fear, to én incapacity
for human'relétionships, éuch as wé find in Conrad's Heysts .
a rétréafvfrom 1ové and from the world. It has léd to a
fear of emotion and feeling,'irrationaivforces, énd thus,
:ihAfhe strict terms of puritanism, evil forces. But human
beings are not‘just'disembodicd minds,'énd the_dualistic
~escape frdﬁ “wholeness'" that Murphy attempts, and Which I
feel Beckett suggeésts our age is attempting, can only lead
to_élienatibn, neurosis, insanity, death. Beckett does

_not set out to bring us despair but with cold iogic takes
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to logical conclusions tendencies that he and others feel
rare ihherent to our society. We are shown through the
distofting mirror of satire the'rcalityAundeflying'our
world; the horrof is kept at a distance by the cathartic

powér of laughter; like Marlow in Heart of Darkness we

stand with Samuel Beckett on the brink of hell, but we do
not completely descend. Through our fictional écapegoat

Murphy we can come to terms with the evil present in our

society - which 1s seen particularly in terms of a post-

Cartesian split between the body and the mind.

If body and mind are separate entities, parallel
systems, clearly human relationships and love are
impossibilities

if love . . . is a function of man's sadness;
friendship is a function of his cowardice; and
if neither can be realised because of the
impenetrability (isolation) of all that is not
'cosa mentale', at least the failure to possess
may have the nobility of that which 1s tragic,
~whercas the attempt to communicate where no
communication is possible is merely a simian
vulgarity, or horribly comic, like the madness
that holds a conversation with the furniture.'®
The theme of spiritual or emotional deadness, sexual
sterility is a dominant one_in‘thg literature, psychology,

sociology and philosophy of this century. ‘Beckett is

exploring in Murphy at a comic extremity the sterile love .

‘ 14 Samuel Beckett, Proust (New York: Grove Press,
nd.) p. 46. o - ' '
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portrayed in thesc lines of T. S. Eliot:

He, the young man carbuncular, arrives :
A small ‘house agent's clerk, w1th one bold starec,
One of the low on whom assurance sits

As a silk hat on a Bradford millionaire

The time is now propitious, as he guesses,

The mecal is ended, she is bored and tired,
Endeavours to engage her in caresses

Which are still unreproved, if undesired.
Flushed and decided, he assaults at once;
Exploring hands encounter no defcncc

His vanity requires no response,

And makes a welcome of indifference.

-

Bestows one final patronising kiss, :
And gropes his way, finding the stairs unlit -

%hé'turns and looks a moment in the glass,

Hardly awarc of her departed lover;

Her brain allows one half-formed thought to pass

'Well now that's done: and I'm glad it's over’ i15

T. S. Eliot presents his lovers arc representatives.

of-ouf modern; urban, dehumanized "waste land". Murphy and.
Ceiia represent this theme of stérileilove at an extremity.
Never has there been a less likely pair of lovers: Murphy
who striVCS'to:escapé the prison of his body, and the
external world, and the prostitute Celia. Yet théifr
rdlétionship is portrayed in terms.of love, unlike the .

above passage from The Waste Land) Their first meeting

is a delightful parody of romantic love at first sight:

It was on the street, the previous midsummer's
night, the sun being then in the Crab, that she
met Murphy. She had turned out of Edith Grove

's7_ 5. BEliot, Collected Poems 1909-1962 (London:
_Faber, 1963), p. 72. | ) S



into Cremorne Road, intending to refresh herself
with the smell of the Rcach and then return by
Lot's Road, when chancing to glance to her right
she saw, motionless in the mouth of Stadium
Street, considering alternately the sky and a
sheet of paper, a man. Murphy.

When Murphy had found what he sought on the
shecet he despatched his head on its upward
~journey. <{Clearly the effort was considerable.
A little short of half-way, grateful for the
breather, he arrested the movement and gazed

at Celia. For perhaps two minutecs she suffered
this gladly, thenm with outstretched arms began
'slowly to rotate - . . . When she came full
circle she found, as she had fully expected,
the eyes of Murphy still open and upon her

Celia loved Murphy, Murphy loved Celia, 1t was
a striking case of love requited. It dated
from- that first 11nger1ng look 1in the mouth of
Stadium Street.

~ Their. love may well be absurd but yet the comedy

also revecals the basic human need for love - even if love
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and friendship as Beckett seems to believe are impossible.

In a way these two characters might well be seen

as symbolizing the split between body and mind: Celia -

- with her "bodily" career of prostitution, Murphy obsessed

with his mind. That Murphy is "attracted" to Celia

‘indicates that his mind has not gained absolute control,
>that indeedvhé is_stiil human! However, the attractiﬁn‘
is not purely sexual (indeed this aspect seems. of minor

importance). Basically'one feels that they are attracted

16Murphy, pp. 13-15.
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to ecach other because they arc psychologically on the same
level or equally at an extrcmitf of human cxistence. It
Aseéms to be a genuine, if éomic; case of love at first
sight! Both the mystery, and the absurdity, and tﬁe basic
human need for love are revealed in this relationship.
Taking the basié tenets of Rationalism and Puritanism to
their logical conclusions} as Murphy and Beckett do,
love is of course absurd: the body 1s an encumbrance for
the mind and there can be no real link between bddy and
mina. Taking rationalism to an extreme meéns.placing no -
trust in the bodily senses and thus leads to a complete
recjection of the whole of external reality—and-thé poésibiiify
of understanding it or commuﬁicating with it. In the modern
world the confidence and certainty of the seventeenfh;century
rationalism of Descartes no.longer.preyails. Without a
coherent system of values or religiéus‘faith the individual
has ﬁo shared externai strucfﬁre'to give-him firm faith in
theAreélity.of his experiences}A In both religion‘and_love:
a deep faith are of paramount imporfance. |

Before Béckett or Descartes Shakeépeare_in‘the

tragic medium of Anthony and Cleopatra had explored this

basic human problem of the nature of reality. This tragedy
poses the question: is the love of Anfhony and Cleopatra .
genuine or merely an illusion? The play opens with this

view of the lovers.
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Philo: Nay, but this dotage of our general's
’ O'erflows the measure: those his goodly
eyes,
That o'er the files and musters of the
war .
lHlave glow'd like plated Mars, now bond,
now turn

The office and devotion of their view

Upon a tawny front: his captain's heart,

Which i1n the scuffles of great fights
hath burst

The buckles of his breast, reneges all
temper,

And is becomec the bellows and the fan

To cool a gipsy's lust.!’

However, in direct contrast we have 'a specech of
Anthony's such as the following:
Let Rome in Tiber melt, and the wide arch
Of the rang'd empire fall! Here 1s my space.
Kingdoms are clay: .our dungy earth alike
Feeds beast as man: the nobleness of life
- Is to do thus; when such a mutual pair
And such a twain can do't.'®
There 1s no proof, neifher can there be, "to the -
reality of the love of Anthony and Cleopatra. We hear
various opinions, see the actions and hear the words of
- Anthony and Cleopatra; Ulfimafely at the end of ‘the ‘tragedy,
following the total effect of the tragic emotions génerated,
the playgoer or reader 1s left to his or her own decision as

to the feality of the love within the play. All that we can

say perhaps by way of generalization is thaf-Such a play as

Anthony and Cleopatra givés us a rich sense of the complexity

!7Shakespeare, Anthony and Cleopatra, Act I,
scene- i, 11. 1-9. ‘

1®Anthony and Cleopatra, Act I, scene i, 11. 33-38.
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of human 1life and rcality, of good and evil. TIf Anthony
end Cleopatra arc destroyed by the evil within the world
and themselves we cannot but believe that the love . they
strove for was good. But what is love? This one important

question posed by Anthony and Cleopatra yet as modern man's

pursuit of knowledge has shown him love, that is romantic
love, 1is a particularly Western concept not universally
accepted. 1Indeed its historical origins have been carefully
‘documented to.twelfth-ceﬁtury Provence. Is not love, there-
fore, merely a fictional concept invented by man having no
basis in reality.

This leads us to a central issue for any novelist -
the relationship between word and rcality. Part of the
twentieth-century dilemma has been a growing awareness
that -words have become devalued:

Words strain,
Crack, and sometlmes break, under the burden
‘Under the tension, slip, sllde perish,
Decay with imprecision, will not stay 1in place,
Will not stay still. Shrieking voices
Scolding, mocking, or merely chatterlng,
~Always assail them.

The misuse of words by politicians and advertisers,
and the develoﬁment'of'sciehce has placed a great pressure

on the validity of words with our world. Freud has shown

us that a child's love equals scxuality; politicians that

19T,_s..Eliot, Collected Poems 1901-1962, p. 194,
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frcedom can mecan anything one wants.??

Equally our knowledge
of other cultures, and their vocabulary and linguistic
differences, have helped in creating this pressure.on our
sense of the validity .and hence reality of the lénguage
that we use.

In particular we have become more aware in the
twcntlcth ccntury that WOTdb arc mercly concepts subject
to change not platonlc concepts LTC&th by God somcthlng
which is perhaps a reflection of our very attitude to the word
God. These are not new insights but the.contempdrary'criéis
1s -a particularly sharp-one and is no doubt closely relatea
to the-unprecedénfed growth of knowledge in the last one .~

hundred ycars. Falstaff in Henry IV 1T has some comment on

this matter:

Well, 'tis no matter; honour pricks me on. Yea,
but how 1f honour prick me off whén I come on? how
then? Can honour set-to a leg? no: oOr an arm? no:
or take away the grief of 'a wound? no. Honour hath
no skill in surgery, then? no. What is honour? a
word. What is in that word, honour? What is that

" honour? air. A trim reckonlng - Who hath it? He

- that died o' Wednesday. Doth he feel it? no. Doth
he hear it? no.. Is-it insensible, then? yea, to
the dead. But will it no live w1th the 1living? no.
Why? detraction will not suffer it: - . therefore, I'll
none of it: honour is a mere scutcheon and so ends
my catechism. ’

20The War in Vietnam and the Civil Rights Movement
in the U.S.A. have in particular threatened to destroy the
validity of the word freedom.

ZIShakespeare, Henry IV Part I, Act V, scene 1,
11, 125-141. — 2




llowever, as deceptive and dangeroﬁs as language
can be we need it, it . is an ecssential part of the civilized
world and a tool with which man combats the evil and chaos
of the often hostile universé around him, which of‘course
includes other men and women. The collapse of language
would mean a:reversion back into chaos and barbarism. Aft
has the primary function of,resoiving the tension created.
by the diSpdfity between the meaning of words as concepts
and the '"actual reality" that they Supposedly_represént.
For it is a simple truth that words and indeed 1angﬁag¢
cannot:completély=répresent_u1timate reality; no more.of
,éourse than caﬁAthe novel capture ultimate reaiity within
1ts pages. A dictiqnary can list meanings for a word-but
only in the actual world do the'eiperiences iinked.with
the word actuélly exist. Th¢ Dictionary Was‘indeed the
inQéntiOn'of our modern rationalistic world, pért_of.itsi
attempt to tame the irrationéledrées of chaos. |

- To go back to Anthony and Cleopatra we see in this

great tragedy;tﬁe,complexiticé and ambiguities of human
loﬁe presented.. Cynical,'matérialiStic,-romantic and
-spiritual viéws.of the human éxperienqe of love are »
portrayed,“as is the very fragility of love in_our world.

In Anthony and Cleopatia love is explored at an extremity{

the opposite extreme more or less to that explored in

Mufphy. Within the framework of dramatic art, the word

love is defined at a far greater level of ambiguity,
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richness and complexity than the .dictionary could hope to
achieve. (This isn't to devalue the veronbvious value
of the dictionary as a very valuable intellectual tool.)’
We witness love at an extrecme in the sense that Anfhony
and Cleopatra are not normdl typical human lovers any
more than are Murphy and Ce11a Ahthony and Cleopatra
are cxamples of very great people, great lovers and
leaders, yet they are human in their basic need for, love
and the frailties of possessiveness, lust, jealousy,
passion and so forth. Becausc they live on a higher social
level than we do, and in addition because they are such
famous historical figures, they stand at a distance from
us. There is a great love, yet at the same time we
. wWitness 1its weaknesses, complexities and ambiguities.
Even in the death of Anthiony and Cleopatra this great
tragedy affirms the value and'meéning of love in the face
of the nothingnéss of death. Our doubts and tensions in
face of the compIeX‘meaning and our experience of love
are resolved through the catharsis of great tragedy:
~ Does not art also contain the opposite of

this 'Dionysidn' losing of oneself? Does it -

not also contain the 'Apollonian' element of .

entertainment and satisfaction which consists

precisely in the fact that the onlooker does

not idcntify himself with what 1s represented

but gains distance from it, overcomes the ‘

direct power of recality through its deliberate

represcntation in art, that happy freedom of
~which the burdens of every day life deéprive’ h1m 22

22Ernst Fischer, Thc Nec0551ty of Art, Trans. Anna
Bostock (Penguin Books, 1963), . 9. ' :
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Thus the valuc of tragié art is in the fact that we see
characters like ourSclvesbin their humanity, yet so
different in terms of their position in life, suffpfing
and vet glofying in being human. Their death is not ah
affirmation of death and chaos, but rather paradoxically
‘life. Tragedy is a vital force attackiﬁg thé dangers
.inherent for society in extremes of romantic thoﬁght,'o?
cynicism. ~ Any hardening of words into concepts that are.
out of touch with the rcality of human eipcrionce ahd
emotion arc a thrcaﬁ to the health and'stability of
society. Emptynidealiém, or sour cynicism, equally prepare:
the wéy for chaos, or the decline of civilized Values._.
Comedy,in'its'owh way has a cdthéftic power, inr
the way it mocks mén_it also ﬁocks the-absurdities and
rigidness of 1angpage; Like tragedy it toobcanrbe the
~instrument of truth. In Murphy and Celié-we have lovers
at the opposite end of the artisti¢ scale to‘ShakeSpeare's
famous lovers. They too are like and unlike us;ithey_are
_inferior in our poﬁcr or intclligencéAto

ourselves, so that we have the sense of looking

down on a scene of bondage frustration or

absurdity.??®
They are us at an extreme and through the power of laughter

we can come to a deeper sense of. the human situation or

: 23Northrop Frye, Anatomy of Criticism (New York:
Atheneum, 1966), p. 34.
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predicament within our world:
Comedy can be a means of mastering our
disillusions when we are caught in a dis-
honest or stupid society.?"

Through comedy we can come to terms with the evil
in the world. This is what Beckett is undertaking in his
novels and plays, the darkness of his comedy cannot but
"be éxpected:

To be able to laugh at ecvil and efror.means

that we have surmounted them. "~ Comedy may be a

philosophic, as well as a psychological

compensation. Whenever we become aware that

this 1is not the best of possible worlds, we

need the help of the comedian to meet the

"insuperable defects of actuality'.?®
" Alienation has been scen as a commdn trait of this

age and Murphy's solipsism is clearly a parody of modern
alienated man - he 1s alienated man at a comic extreme.
Murphy's comic absurdity is that unlike the'typicai alienated
hero of modern literature he does not despair of his
alienation but pursues it with a religious devotion. Just
as he endeavours to escape love Murphy strives to escape
from work - work having no connection with the world of his

mind. He sees Celia's attempts to make him work as-a

failure of love - she doesn't accept him as he is but wants

2%Comedy, p. 245. See also Martin Esslin, The
. Theatre of the Absurd, particularly the chapter entltled
"The Significance of the Absurd'.

25Comedy,. p. 246.
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to chaﬁgc him. We note that Murphy shows no concern
regarding Celia's prostitution, és-might be expected in
view of his concern with the world of .the mind.. This
alienation from work has {requently been noted as a
symptom of our modern world:

activity appears as suffering, strength as

powerlessness, production as emasculation,

and the workers own physical and spiritual

energy, his personal life - for what is 1life

1f not activity? - as an activity turned

against himself, independent from himself,

and not belonging to himself.?® o

Modern industriél and brucaucratic developments

have led to modern man's alienation from his}wdfk, just
as -urbanisation has led to his alienation from his fellow
man and from nature. In an-older.world man gfew things
and/éf made things with which he had a closer relatiohship'
and identity: in the modern world work is for very mény
merely a means to'thain money, ﬁe.can no longer have |
spe;ial pride in the things he makes and thefe is no direct
correlation between-ﬁhat he dqes and the feeding of his
family. -Indeed_in our modern welfare Statc he may not have
to work to feed his family. Work-has become for too many a
mechanical chore, éeﬁarated from real 1ife; from the world
- of thought énd feelings; -In many jobs modern man is merely

part of the machinefy: he has become an object. The

~ 2%Karl Marx, QUoted by Ernst Fischer, The Necessity -
of Art (Penguin Books, 1963), p. 82. ’ -
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separation of mind and body that we scc in the character
of Murphy is surely inherent in the modern factory system,
in which the worker leaves his real 1life behind him when
he begins his cight hours or so of mechanical laboﬁr.
Murphy is a rebel dgainst fhis‘aliendting process. He
'réjects the Puritan (and particularly ninetecnthééentury)
equation of work equalling‘virtue) for quite clearly to
Murphy if one works only in order to make money to bﬁy
leisure and pleasure, work is an evil which.one should
endcavour to remove. Hé is of course étriVing for an
idyllic'womb-like'existénce; the self-sufficiency of fhe'
mind;v Murphy the alienated clown is a rebel égainsf.the
_bureaucratic bourgeois world. - Likéﬂthc Fool in King lear
he stands outside and mocks the.foiiy and pride of man
aﬁd thus he can make clear the values and:evils embedded
in our society. Like the criminal he indicates the
coﬁtfadictions and absurdities exisfing in our socilety.
A confrontation betweeﬁ Capitaiism and our clown
hero, on a mock-heroic-level, takes place in aAteashop:
On the one hand a colossal leagﬁeiof

plutomanic caterers, highly endowed with the

ruthless cunning of the sane, having at their

disposal all the most deadly weapons of the

post-war recovery; on the other, a seedy

solipsist and fourpence.?’ -

" With great ingenuity our "scedy solipsist" obtains

27 ' £Q
Murphy, p. 59.
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1.83 cups of tea for the price of one. In tcfms of the
major novelists this 1s a very trivial Cpisode,‘thoﬁgh it
is a typical one from Murphy. |

But 1f one recognizes that Beckott‘ié deiiberately
clowning as a novelist, such an episode has its.appropriate
significance. Thé scale of events within Murphy are part
of its satiric emphasis. Murphy 1s the appropriate“hero'-
for our age as King Arthur or Sir Gawain. was for the age
~of medieval romance. The dragons aﬁd monsters of medieval
romdﬁ¢0‘have been replaced by "a colossalileague_of
plutomanic caterers”, Sir Galahad, by Murphy...(A movement
from Nérthrop Frye's Sccond_ﬁictional Mode, Romance, to
his fifth and final mode, the Ironié)' Our depersonalized‘
world Iimifs Murphy's scope fdr'herqic action. To refuée
‘to act and the obtaining of 1.83'cups.of téa for the price
" of one are the mock-herpic_achievcments éf_Murphy. In an
éarlier age man risked his life in the pursuit of food
while in the twenfieth'CentufyAWeStérn man no longer'grqws_
oT cétchgs his own food, even such a Simple and trivial |
thing as-a cup ofntea is ”manufactured”.-_This'episode
thus symbolizes in comic terms the waf in which modern man
Has become alienated from production and the basié things
of 1ife. Primitive man's direct strugglc withANature'hés
been replaced;by the Capitalist_sfruggle: a dehuﬁanizing'

_of the basis of human life and»relétionships. Murphy's

)

actions are

symbolic of. the way that the Capitalist system
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works and the double standards that Capitalistic
individualism has brought with it, which is mirrored by
the world of crime and its increasc within our society.
(As a footnote to this final point I would remind you of
the way Murphy cheats Tlcklepenny )
It is out of such apparently trivial episodes that
Beckett creates his humour and makes his satiric comments
on our world. He is a novelist working at a similar
extreme to his characters, a novelist who doubts the very
possibilitybof writing a novel. Another typical example
of Beckett's mock-heroic satiric humour is the dilemma
facing Murphy in eating the biséUits that he bought with
his fourpence at the teashop. - Not only does the buying of
the cup of tea require a greét deal of mental ihgenuity in
Murphy S woxld but equally there is the ploblem of whlch
order to eat the blSCultS
lle took the biscuits carefully out of the

packet and laid them face upward on the grass,

in order as he felt of cdibility. They were

the same as always, a Ginger, an Osborne, A

Digestive, a Petite Buerre and one anonymous.

He always ate the first-named last, because

he liked it best and the anonymous . first,

because he thought it very likely the 1east

palatable. The order in which he ate the

remaining three was indifferent to him and

varied irregularly from day to day.?® =

An unsympathetic reader might well.dismiss this as another

>piece‘of trivial, philosophical satire,of-yery limited




45

rclevance. That Beckett huas a philosophical turn of mind
and interest there is no doubt, however, it is my contention
that he is not writing merely philosophical satirefin
Murphy. From its beginning in the ceightcenth century the

novel form has been concerncd with the trivial, as we

find for exumple in Robinson Crusoe:
I pot several things of less value, but not
[at] all less useful to me, which I omitted-
setting down before; as in particular, pens,
ink, and paper, sceveral parcels in the captain's,
mate's, gunner's, and carpenter's keceping, three
.or four compasses, some mathematical instruments,
dials, perspectlves ‘charts, and books of
navigation .
~Part of the art of the novel, in all the aspects of E
its traditien_hés been'the careful'doeumentation of facts;
Here in Murphy this aspect of-the”ndvel's tradition is being
parodied by being pushed to the extreme with'a careful, .
factual docementatlon of Murphy eatlng hlS blSCUltS " The
humour arlses out of the contrast between the careful
documentat;@n;and the essentlal triviality ofrthe action.
It is interesting to compare the Murphy biscuit episbde with
the following.passage from Ulysses:
Mr. Leopold Bloom ate with relish the inner
organs of beasts and fowls. He liked thick
giblet soup, nutty gizzards, a stuffed roast

heart, Liver slices fried with crustcrumbs, fried
hencod's roes. Most of all he liked grilled

, 29Daniel Defoe, Robinson Crusoe (Penguin Books;
1965), p. 8Z. - |
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mutton kidneys which gave his leate a fine
tang of faintly scented urine.

One might well sec Beckett's episode as a parody
of this kind of thing in Ulyssés, though it itself;is no
doubt a parody of the heroic feastings of classical epic:
Beckett has gone one step further.

But to return to Murphy and his biscuit eating
problem:

"On his knees before the five it struck him.
for the first time thesc prepossessions reduced
to a paltry six the number of ways in which he
could make this meal. But this was to violate
‘the very essence of dssortmcnt this was the red
permanganate on the Rima of varlety Even if he
conquered his prejudlcc against the anonymous,
still there would be only twenty-four ways in

~which the biscuits could be caten. But were he
to take the final step and overcome his
infatuation with the ginger, then thc assort-
ment would spring to life before him, dancing
the radiant measure of its total pelmutablllty,
edible in a hundred and twenty ways.

Here the humour comes from the contfast between the
seriousness of Murphy's concérn»over his choice, with the
_triviality of the subject of his choice. Murphy is trying
" to transcend the problem of choice with all the seriousness
of a saint attempting to escape the temptations of the world,

w1th the b15cu1ts as the demons!

Overcome by these perspectlves Murphy fell
forward on his face on the grass, beside those

3%James Joyce, UlXSsés (Londonf 'ThezBodley Head,
1963), p. 65. ' R |
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biscuits of which it could be said as of the

stars, that one differed. from another, but

of which he could not partake in their full-

ness until he had loarnt not to prefer any

one to any other.
This is all part of Murphy's attempt to escape from the
world of his body and senses into the world of his mind.’
To escape Locke's ”secondary‘quality” of taste for the
mathematical certainty of number:

So Locke, like Descartes, comes to identify
knowledge with notions of size, figure, number,
motion. Thesec dre the primary qualities of our
world. The 'secondary qualities' are colours,
sounds, tastes and odours, thc 'sensible'
impressions bodies make on us. We feel the
world through the sensorium; but we know it only
when idcas are dlsengaged from this sensed
expericnce.

The whole tendency of the modern world has been to increase
the range and variety of our choice in all departments of
life. The kind of choice that Murphy faces here did not
 bother the cave man or medieval man. But in terms of work,
where we live, marriage, etc. our choices have‘enormously
increased. -Furthermore there are numerous religious
bellcfs and philosophies of life contendlng for our
attention and choice. The modern, industrial soc1ety 1s'

paftitulariy geared to a wide varicty of choice, take for

‘cxamplé the modern department stores and supermarkets.

?Murphy, pp. 68-9. -

o $3Wwylie Sypher, Rococo to Cubism in Art and »
Literatureé (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 19060) pp. 14-15.
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A1l this adds to the confusion and uncortéinty of our
world, with the decline of traditional values and beliefs
and ways ofrliving, In an attempt to escape this problem
of choice Conrad's hero Heyst attempts to escape to his
désert island where he will have to face the multiple
‘choices between good and evil at all levels of 1ife;
Murphy, within his clown universp is attemptiﬁg a similar
retrcat into the pﬁfe mathematical certainty of'primary_
qualities, away from the irrational world of the senses
and its obvious limitations, for with the fcmdval‘of'
irrational prejudiée:

But were he to take the final step and overcome

~his infatuation with the ginger, then the
assortment would spring to life before him,

dancing the radiant measure of its total

permutability, edible in a hundred and twenty

ways.*"® :

But of course this whole proceés is to dehumanize
the simple enjoyment of food,’fbr our simple enjoyment of
food 1is connccted with the sensual pleasures of tasfe,
»smcllnand texture. What iS'Murphy 1eft with but a
mathematical formula.  His attempt to reduce the
irrational to aAsimple mathphaticalvarmula is in a_wéy
symbolic of the whole pfocess of scientific rétionalism,
and should be SGeﬁ in relation to the wider process of

dehumanization that has taken place in our'society with

**Murphy, p. 68.
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the growth of Capitalism, thé‘Ihdustrial.Reyolution,'and

" so forth. As Beckett strives to rise abeve the

”individuaiity“ bf the biscuits so at a serious level the

same principle is applied in the name of efficienc& s0 that
the individuality of people 1is lost witﬁin thé factory'andA
bureaucratic systém - their secondary qualities are expendable,
for they will hihder the smooth workings of the mathematical
god efficiency. Aﬁother approach to the séme—modérn dilcmma

is taken by Huxley 1in Brave-New World:

Standard men and women; in uniform batches.
The whole of a small factory staffed with the
products of a single bokanovskified cgg : , .

'"Ninety-six identical twins working ninety- ‘ ﬁ
six identical machines'' The voice was almost , s
tremulous with enthusiasm. 'You really know o ‘ ‘
where you are. For the first time in history. o
He quotcd the planet ry motto, 'Community, '
Identity, Stability. Grand words. 'If we
could bokanovskify 1ndef1n1te1y the whole
problem would be solved.'?3?®

Here the ideal world would be_one‘whére ever?one_
was identically alike; a pérfect world would have been
achicved by the rémoval of all individuality. In'his very
different way, using the distancing effect of Cdmedy as
Huxlecy uses the distancing effect of science fiction
fantasy, Beckett is comméntinngn'what_he sees as a
frightening tendency in-our world.

However, Murphy is abruptly brought back to reality.

33Aldous Huxley, Brave New World (Penguin Books,
1969), p. 18.
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Lying beside them on the grass but facing the
opposite way, wrestling with the demon of
gingerbrecad, he heard the words: = 'Would you
have the goodness, pardon the intrusion, to
hold my little doggy?'3°®

Eventually the 'doggy' solves Murphy's problem.

He now discovered that she had caten all the
biscuits with the exception of the Ginger.3’

- Thus the‘eXternal; irfational world that Murphy so
‘diligently tries to escape has intruded. Howevér Miss Drew
compensates him with three pence for two pence worth of
biscuits.

We might also note that both Miss Drew‘and~the
sheep are fitting companions for Murphy

" The sheep were a miserable looking lot, dingy

close-cropped, undersized and- mis-shapen. They

were not cropping, they were not ruminating they

did not even scem to be taking thecir ease. '

They simply stood in an attitude of profound’

dejection, their heads bowed, swaying slightly

as though dazed. Murphy had never seen stranger -

sheep, they seemed one and all on the point of

collapse. . . . They had not the strength to back

away from Miss Drew approaching with the 1ettuce

Beckett's world is a parody ”Wéstelandf both in

terms of this kind of action and also iniits appearance.
This passage (and_the description of Miss Dréw and her dog)

is typical of the way 1in which Beckéttlmixés humour and

ugliness. The sheep are in pcrfect harmony with characters

éGMurphy,

p. 69
3 7Murphy, p. 71.

o
o
ke
~J
i o]
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like Murphy and Celia. Beckeft is here using the cruel
humour with ugliness and the mis—shapen; and.we are amused
to find that the sheep should so like Murphy. At a slightly
more subtle level there is surely a mock-pastoral élement in
this episode.

At this point in our discussion of Murphy 1t might
be appfopriate to consider the sub-plots. As Murphy is on
a quest, so too are the characters in the éub-plots:
Mﬁrphy's friends from Dublin who come‘searching for him;
and Mr. Kelly flying his kite ‘(this kite flying is his
form of‘)qUest"as I will subsequently explain),

A major fheme of Murphy is of courée the impoésibility
of communication bétween people‘and-hence reiationships, the
absufdity Qf love and frieﬁdship, yet the'paradoxical need ~
that men and Qomen have for love and friendship.' The
emptiness of many human.relatiOnéhips, a centrai conqérn
of fhe_novcl since its conception, and a dominant aspect
of our world, is caricatured in Neary, Wylie and Miés
v.CounihénQ The 6niy reason fhat theSe'”friéﬁdé” come-looking
.forAMurphy is self-interest. Miss Counihan is a former
loVér of MUrphy-who is being pursued by:Neary. Howéver,
she'WilI havc nothing ﬁo do with him because she 1s waiting
to-hear from Murphy who 1éft her to—gobto London to make
‘his. fortune: Wyliéfs interest in Murphy is also cieariy
~linked to his interest in Misé‘Counihan: |

"Not know here is it," said Wylie, "when there



is no single aspect of her natural body with
which I am not familiar."

"What do you mean?' said Neary.

M1 have worshipped her from afar," said Wylie.?

Miss Counihan clearly has no strong attachment for
Murphy:

MlSS Counihan sat on Wylie's knees, not in
Wynn's Hotel lest an action for libel should
lie, and oyster kisses passed between them.

She has her self-interest well in hand:

If the worst comes to the worst, thought.

Miss Counihan, if my love cannot be :foundt,l if
Wylic turns nasty, there is always Ncary. !

We might well contrast this situation with the great -
quest of Ulysses in the Odyssey and Penelope'waiting for him.
The recason for this stark contrast is not so much that men
like Ulysses lived in the days of llomer and that our world is
populéted with Murphy's, but rather that Beckett is using a

different literary genre, mock-epic, one that he clearly

feels 1s appropriate for our age as the epic was for Homer's

Greece. Beckett portrays the world as worse than it is just‘

"as the epic, or great tragedy, portrays a nobler world The
ultlmate irony is that they do not find Murphy until he is
dead and that they then each go thelr separate ways, after

Neary had given Wylie and Miss Counihan cheques:

$9Murphy, p. 33.

*®Murphy, p. 83.
“Murphy, p. 91.
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Wylie having travelled twice as fast as Miss
Counihan, disappeared round the corner of the
main block. Miss Counihan turned, saw Neary
coming up behind her at a great pace, stopped,
then advanced slowly to meet him. Neary
tacked sharply, straightened up when she made
no move to cut him off and passed her rapidly
at a comfortable remove, his hat raised in
salute and his head averted. Miss Counihan
followed slowly.*

This has led us to the decath of Murphy and 1 will
now look at this aspect of the novel ‘and the events leading
up to it. It is of course highly.appropriate,'completcly-
in harmony with the mock-epic charactcr of this novel that
the Celestial Clty of Murphy S pllgrlmdge should be the
Magdalen Mental Mercyseat

For Murphy was only too anxious ‘to test his

striking impression that here was the race of

people he had long since despaired of finding."?
Murphy 'is naturally attracted to the méntal'patients, cut-off
as they are frbmvexternal.reality, living, to varying degrees,
in the self-sufficient world of their minds. He of course
rejects the idea that the patlents are cut—off from reality
and is revolted by the attempts of the psychlatrlsts to
bring them back to the world of "reality":

All this was duly revoltlng to Murphy, whose

experience as a physical and rational being

~obliged him to ¢all sanctuary what the
psychiatrists called exile and to think of

the patients not as banished from a system
of benefits but as escapcd from a colossal

“2Murphy,. p. 186.

**Murphy, p. 117.
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fiasco. - If his mind had been on the correct
"cash-register lines, an 1indefatigable apparatus
for doing sums with the petty cash of current
facts, then no doubt the suppression of these
would have scemed a deprivation. But since it.
was not, since what he called his mind =
functioned not as an instrument but as a place,
from whose unique delight precisely those
current facts withhold him, was it not most
natural that he should welcome thelr‘
suppression, as of gyves?'*
Allowing for the fact that Samuel Beckett is writing a
novel in the comic or ironic mode, rather than the epic3
romance or mimetic mode, we have strangely enough 1in this
paésage‘a statement more or less of -a novelist's.
traditional aims and beliefs. The novelist himself is one
who claims that the world he creates, though it 1is
fictionél, 1s a truer picture of rcality than that seen.
-by his rteaders. There has been a tendency in the twentieth
century to reject this kind of claim to truth,'for it has
an imaginative basis, not one involving proof or experiment.
Therefore the vision.of the novelist facés the situation of
being placed on no higher level than that of an idle dreamer
or even mental patient. There has indeed been a’tendency to
correlate genius and mental imbalance, art and neurotic
fantasy this century. Equally, with this . fragmented,
uncertain world the novelist has'toAfa;e the agony of not

knowing whether or not he is merely an idle dreamer or insanc.

With the growth of individualism has come increased

**Murphy, p. 123.
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specialization and a growing isolafion between men. The
kind of world that we live in requires, on the behélf of
efficiency, that everyone develops one particular skill.
On the purely rational ievel this seems perfect, bﬁt‘on
the human, cmotional level it has led to the brecakdown ofA
communication and the fragmcntatipn of our world into
isolated groups: |

Each individual thinker gives us his own
picture of human nature. -All these philosophers
arc determined empiricists: they would show us
the- facts and nothing but the facts. But their
“interpretation of the empirical cvidencé con-
tains from the very outset an arbitrary
assuimption - and this arbitrariness becomes
more and more obvious as the thcory proceeds

- and takes on a more elaborate and sophisticated

~aspect. "Nietzsche proclaims the will to power,
Freud signalizes the sexual instinct, Marx
enthrones the economic instinct. Fach theory
becomes a Procrustean béd on which the empirical
facts are stretched to fit a preconceived pattern.

Owing to this development our modern theory

~of man lost its intellectual center.  We acquired
instead a complete anarchy of thought
Metaphysics, theology, mathematics, and blology
euccessively assumed the guidance for thought on
the problem of man and determined the line of
investigation. The real crisis of this problem
manifested 1tself when such a central power
capable of directing all individual effort
ceased to exist. The paramount importance of
the problem was still felt in all the different
branches of knowledge and inquiry. But an
established authority to which one might appeal
no longer existed. Theologians, scientists,
politicians, sociologists, biologists, psycholo-
‘gists, ethnologists, cconomists all approached
the. problem from their own viewpoints. .
every author seems in the last count to bc lcd bx
his own conception and evaluation of human life. 3

“SErnst Cassirer, An Essay on Man (New Haven:
Yale'University'Press, 1966) p.- 21.
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Interestingly enough 'Murphy' makes a strikingly similar
comment:
The naturc of outer reality remained obscure.
The men, women and children of science would
seem to have as many ways of kneeling to their
facts as any other body of illuminati. The
definition of outer reality, or reality short
and simple, varied according to the sensibility
of the definer. But all seemed agreed that
contact with it,. even the layman's muzzy
contact, was a rare privilege."®
Beckett's Magdalen Mental Mercyseat is a somewhat.
grim and ironic parody of our world, the lunatic and. the
criminal being taken as.people who have taken tendencies
in human nature -and the world to extreme limits. A modern
highbrow novelist writing with great skill for a Very‘
limited audience feels, along with the bureaucrat and
factory worker, his alienation.
In Mr..Endon, at the Magdalen Mental Mercyseat;
Murphy finds the friend for whom he has been looking,
the person who can lead him in the right direction:
Mr. Endon was a schizophrenic of the most
amiable variety, . . . a psychosis so limpid
and.imperturbable that Murphy felt drawn to .
it 4s Narcissus to his fountain *7
However, by the very nature of Mr. Endon's condition

this relationship is very much one-sided:

Whereas the sad truth was, that while Mr.
Endon for Murphy was no less than bliss,

*®Murphy, pp. 122-23.

*’Murphy, p. 128.
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Murphy for Mr. Endon was no more than chess “®
Thié only serves to emphasize the fact thdt Murphy still
needs human relationships, indeed if he did not there
‘woﬁld be no novel - imagine a novel about Mr. EndoA!
Just before he dies Mﬁrphy is rocking in his rocking
~chair: |

Soon his body would be‘quiet, soon he would
be frece *° '

Then someone pulls.thé wrong chain, the one controlling the
gas supply to Murphy's ingenious hcatiﬁg system, instead of
the toilet, this.leads to an explosion and the end of

' Mufphy;_ He;is'defeated.ﬁy chaos; the irrational, "And the
.chmoldgy‘of gas? Could it be the gamé word as chaos."
Furthermore Murphy's very need for a fire 1is iﬂdicafive of
" his failuré to escape from the world of thc‘senseé,‘he'still
needs his bourgeoise comforfst_ Equally one could see the
.ingenious system.df connecting the gas supply with the
radiator'és a comical example of the marvels of science,
and the ingenuity bf manﬂ Mdrphy's death is the final
-irony 6£ the'novcl, for his desire to escape from his body
logicaily enough'led to death. Itvié'irqnic that Murphy's '’
apparently rafiohal quest ends with an accidentfand his

encounter with the non-rational world of death.

*®*Murphy, p. 164.

“SMurphy, p. 173,
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Onc does not expect to find death as the subject
of Comedy,‘but it is entirely appropriate to this novel,
which sees decath as the ultimate joke. In an age morbidly
obsessed with Time and Death, Beckett's farcical burial of
Murphy's remains has a healthy vitality: Neary gives
Murphy's crematcd ashes to Cooper with the instructions,

- "Dump it anywhere'.
Some hours later Cooper took the packet of ash
from his pocket, where carlicr in the ecvening
he had put it for greater security, and threw
1t angrily at a man who had given him great
offence. . It bounced, burst, off the wall onto
the floor, where at ance itAbecamc the object -

" of much dribbling, passing, trapping, shooting,.
punching, heading and .even some recognition
from the gentleman's code. By closing time the
body, mind and soul of Murphy were freely 7
distributed over the floor of the saloon; and
before another ‘day spring greycned the carth

~ had been swept away with the sand, the beer,
the. butts, - the matches, the spits, the vomit.

50
» Tﬁis seems to me a very appropriate'ﬁending"for a man Who
regarded his'physiéal body as an'éncumbrance from whith
his mind was endeavopring'to escape. |
In'conclusion to this discussionrof'Murphy I
like tb.considef the other sub-plot, that involving Mr.
Kelly'and his kife flying. While Mr. Kelly belongé very
much to this grim worldiof‘human dorelicté; failure and
ugliness, he‘seems in effect to be a pimp, fherkite flying

brings a~gentle lyric note into the novel (There is of

SOMurphy, p. 187.
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‘coursc more beauty in Beckett's novels than some critics
will give him due):

"As you say," said Mr. Kelly, "hark to the
wind. 1 shall fly her out of sight tomorrow." .

He fumbled vaguely at the coils of tail.
Alrcady he was 1in position, straining his eyes
for the speck that was he, digging in his heels
against the immense pull Skyward Celia kissed
him and left him.

"God willing," said Mr. Kelly, "right out of
sight." Now I have no one, thought Celia, except
possibly Murphy.?® '

For Mr. Kelly the kitevflying is as imperfaht as Murphy's
spiritual quest in the rocking chair®?, it too is a

striving for infinity, an attempt to escape from the

" material, the earth, into the ethereal world ef the sky.

It appcars'that heAi&eﬁtifics with the kite "for the speck
that was he', or'perhaps it is rather his soul. Corresponding
to Murth's achievement’of nirvana‘in his rocking chair is

the disappearance of the kiterfrom sight for Mr. Kelly:

Fxcept for the sagging soar of line, o un- -
doubtedly superb so far as it went, there was
. nothing to be seen, for the kite had dis-
appecarcd from view. Mr. Kelly was enraptured.
Now he could measure the distance from the un--
seen to the seen, now he was in a position to
‘determine the point at which seen and unseen
met. It would be an unscientific observation,
so many and so fitful were the -imponderables
involved. .But the pleasure accruing to Mr.
Kelly would be in no way inferior to that
conferred (presumably) on Mr. Adams by his
beautlful deduction of Neptune from Uranus.

51Murphz, p. 21.

_ . 52vHe was as fond of his chair in his own way as
Murphy had been of his." Murphy, p. 181.

re 402

>3*Murphy, p. 190. |
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There is a mingling of a number of different
elements here, the senile figure of Mr. Kelly, the world
of scientific endeavour, the world of childhood, with the
kite flying, the suggestion of some mystical questlsimilar
to that of Murphy. A mingling of the grand, science and
, mystiCism, with nostalgic becauty, the world of childhbod,
with at its centre a senile old man. From this riées the
sdggestion that scientific and mysfical'quests are childish ;v
what 1s the importance of having discovered Neptune for
example? The reference to Mr. Adams is not merely a méans
for making us laugh at Mr. Kelly's ludicrous experiment,
for as so often in the world of’moék;epic,'thebgreat.does
‘not merely devalue the trivial but the trivial tends to
bring the heroic down to earth. On the other hand Mr. Kelly
finds Joy in what he is_doing,‘a»reiease‘fromAthe'ordinaryA
" world and its trials. He returns as it were to the happiness
of childhood, this is what lies at infinity (Murth's“
endeavours one remembers are more to return to the bliss
of the womb). Mr. Kelly's feelings'are surely like those
, Qf-the young béy Celia watches flying his kite:
‘She sat on till it was nearly dark and all the
flyers, except the child, had gone. At last
he also began to wind in and Celia watched for
the kites to appear. When they did their
‘contortions surprised her, she could scarcely
-believe it was the same pailr that had ridden
so serenely on a full line. The child was
expert, he played them with a finesse worthy
of Mr. Kelly himself. In the end they came

quietly, hung low in.the murk almost directly

overhead, then settled gently. The child
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knelt down in the rain, dismantled them,

wrapped the tails and sticks in the sails
and went away, singing. As he passed the
shelter Celia called good night. He did

not hear her, he was singing.>" '

Is this what Murphy is striving for with all the futility
of the adult rationalist?

The novel, of course ends with Mr. Kelly and his
kite and not with Murphy or Mufphy's ashes. Mr. Kelly
falls asleep while flying his kite, the winch slips from
-his grasp and the string snaps. Mr. Kelly pursucs the
string:

Mr. Kcin tottered to his feet, tossed up

his arms high and wide and quavered away down
the path that led to the water, a ghastly
lamentable figure. . . . Celia caught him on’
the margin of the pond. The end of the line
skimmed the water, jerked upward in a wild
whirl, vanished joyfully in the dark. Mr.
Kelly went limp in her arms. Someone fetched
the chair and helped to get him aboard.®®

If in the conclusion we are conscious of Mr. Kelly'é
''ghastly lamentable figure" and of his sénility_we are
équaily conscious of the joyful kite whirling away wildly
into the night's sky. There is a sense of freédoh, and from
the atmosphere créated by the description of wind, sky and
twilight  there is a note of genuine poetry. We are éwareﬁ

that Mr. Kelly will soon be dead yet there is a note of

peace and release in the end of Murphy, not nihilism nor -

1_09
1-J4.

>*Murphy, p. 106
9

®**Murphy, pp. 1
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dcspair} Is it foolish to associate the kite with youth

and see here a balancing of old age and youth?



CHAPTER 2: WATT

The nature of outer rcality remalined obscure.

The men, women and children of science would

-scem to have as many ways of kneeling to their

facts as any other body of 1lluminati. The-

definition of outer reality short and simple,

varied according to the sensibility of the

definer. But all secmed agreed that contact

with 1t, even the layman's muzzy contact,

was a rare privilege.'®

- Murphy's cendeavour was to cscapc from the extcérnal,

physical world, including his body into the world of his
mind, becausc "Murphy felt himse¢lf split in two, a body -
“and a mind". Watt, however, endeavours to cbmprehend the
“world around him, albeit with great difficulty. Descartes
noted the uhreliability of the human senses and the mental
- .process, but he had his religiéus certainty. ‘Murphy a
_ modern‘Cartesian;‘who has no God to give him'confidenceAih:
the external world, retreats with due logic into the inner-
world of his mind as far as he is able. In Watt, however,A.
we have a parody of rational man's- attempt to comprehend
~ the irrational world of which he is a part, particularly
post-Cartesian man's attempt to name things and thus reduce

the irrational and uncertain to some kind of order. Modern

man's dilemma is very closely linked with the great faith

'Murphy, pp. 122-23. (see fQotnotes'46, 47 to the
Murphy chapter). : o ,
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he has placed on the ability of science and rationél~think—
ing to solve his problems and produce a veritable paradisé
on earth. 1In face of the certainty of scicnce Beckett's
theme is the impossibility of man ultimatecly compréhcnding
the irrational, whether in himself, or thc world in which

he lives, but all the same the necessity for him to éttempt,
as a creature with rationai faculties to understand both
himself and the world. To dramatize this theme_ﬁe have

the clown rationalist Watt. Scienée endcavours to map,
graph, label, name, explain,'discovef laws, coﬁtrol cnérgy -
~thus to bind,'cspecially with the tools of mathematics, the
irrationai, unknown, frighteniﬁg’univérse'that surrounds
man.' In terms of tﬁe harnessing of energy, improved modes
of travél; medicinc; improved agriéultﬁral methodsAet

cetera progrésé most certainly has béen'made,‘bquiﬁ terms
of the ultimate conquest of the irratidnal, partiéularly in
.ferms of human nature very little progress has really béen
made. A basic theﬁe of Beckett's writingiis theAimpossibilitY
of conquering the ifrational, that neither the world nor
human nature can finally be réduced to a neat get.df
mathematical forﬁulae.

Modérn man has lost the Cértainty of a religious
faith and now-has doubts as to the value of scilence. "He
‘thus faces the uncertéinty and_irrationélity of the universe
alone. We might describe-thé irrational as the force of

chaos, or evil, in the Universc: no longer can ev

)

- 1
1 be
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biamed on the devil. The force of the irrational is very
much a destructive force in our society, for it means a
break-down of certainty as to man's own nature and.a
~growing distrust of other people - an alienation from the
self and from others. In numerous ways thié uncertainty
is rcflected in our society, for example 1n such things
as the role of women in society; ideas of how children
should be reared; whether mafriagc is sfill_a usefu1 so¢ia1
institution;_cﬁanging viewé on-cgnsdrship,'etC; Although
onc must note fhat'healthy forces are working amidst this
turmoil,_there'isva grave social -danger in the inéecurityr
prévalent in our age: the break-dowﬁ of certaiﬁty can lead
down the road to insanity, chaosz-thé break-down of
civilization; |

Tufning and turniﬁg in the widening gyre

The falcon cannot hear the falconer;

Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold;

Mere anarchy 1is loosed upon the world, :

The blood-dimmed tide is loosed, and everywhere

The ceremony of innocence is drowned.? ‘ .

Contemporary ért haS-ité value withiﬁ this situation:

it can make man aware of the fundamental cternal nature 6f
the human predicament, in tefms_of this»contempofarY’
situation, tragedy and comedy have fhe cathartic power to
raise man above despair in face of his irfdtional nature

~and the irrational world in which he livés."Great tragedy

W. B. Yeats, Collected
2 R

"

B 10
Jy P. iU,

2t'The Second Coming'
Poems (London: Macmillan, 19

by
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is fundamontally>conccrned with the human dilemma of eyii -
of the power of the irrational in the world. We witness
the power of chance, the irrational, humanvevil to ,destroy
the gdod in the world. The irrational actions of Léar |
vleading_to'the death of Cordelia;'thello's.murder of
Desdemona, are part of our world and lead us all tb doubt
the certainty of goodness, justice, morality etc. - perhaps
they are fictions?..But of coursc the paradoxical final
cffect of greét trégedy, despite the deaths of Cordolia
and Desdemona is not of deépair. We are ﬁade éware, |
reminded, throughAgreat_tragedy of fhe human predicameht,
but equally we afé'left with a Senseiof the nobility,
- beauty and greatneSS'of the human spirit. ComédyAtthughr
the Vital health’giving‘powef of laughter can likewise
récOncile»us tQ.the imperfections, abéurdities; irratibnélity'
of thevUniverse,'and bring uS‘to_terms witﬁ the basic,A
~human predicament. It enables us to aCcépﬁ the évil in‘
' oursglvcs and the wofld and_thué to.remaiﬁ in hérmony
bofh with the world and ourselves.

Modern ménis sense of helplessncss in the face of

the irrational is mirrored in the distorting comedy of

Watt. If the heroes and heroincs of tragedy are greater
.than we aré, the inhabitantsvbf Beckett's world are- worse,
yet comedy is not necessarily-ihferibr to tragedy. |
o A typical example of Watt's problems wiﬁh the -

_irrationél comes in his encounter with the 'pot':
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Not that Watt desired information, for he
did not. But he desired words to be applied to
his situation, to Mr. Knott, to the house, to
the grounds, to his duties, to the stairs, to
his bedroom, to the kltchen and 1n a gene1a1
way to the condltlons of be1ng in which he found
himself. For Watt now found himsclf in the midst
of things which, if they consented to be named,
did so as it were with reluctance. . . . Looklng
at a pot, for example, or thinking of a pot, at .
one of Mr. Knott's pots, of one of Mr. Knott's
pots, it was 1in vain'that Watt said, Pot, pot.
Well perhaps. not quite in vain, but very nearly.
For it was not a pot, the more he looked, the
‘more he reflected, the more he felt sure, that
1t was not a pot at all. It rescmbled a pot,
it was almost a pot, but it was not a pot of
which one could say, Pot, pot and be comforted.

It is interesting to compare this passage from Watt,

with theAfollowing‘freqﬁently quoted'passage from Sartre's

Nausea:
I was in the municipal park just now. The
root of the chestnut tree plunged into the ground
just underneath my bench. I no longer remembered

that it was a root. Words had disappeared, and
~with them the meaning of things, the methods of
using them, the feeble landmarks which men- have
traced on their surface.. I was sitting, slightly
"bent, my head bowed, alone in front of that
black, knotty mass, which was utterly crude. and
frightened me.. And then I had this revelation.-

It took my breath away. Never, until these
last few days, had I suspected what 1t meant to -
'exist'. T was like the others, . . . I used to
say like them: 'The sea is green; that white
speck up there is a seagull', but I didn't feel
that it existed. that the seagull was an 'exist-
ing seagull'; usually existence hides itself.

. Even when I looked at things, I was miles
away from thinking that they existed: they
looked like stage scenery to me. I picked them \
up in my hands, they served me as tools, I fore-

3Samuel Beckett, Watt (London: John Calder,
1963), pp. 77-8.
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saw their resistance. But all that happened
on the surface. . . . And then, all of a sudden,
there 1t was, as clcar as day; existcnce had
suddenly unveiled itself. It had lost 1its
harmless appearance as an abstract category:
1t was the very stuff of things, that root was-:
steeped 1n existence. . . . the diversity of
things, their individuality, was only an
appcarance, a veneer. This venceer had melted,
leaving soft, monstrous masses, in disorder -
naked, with a frightening, obscene nakedness.®
What Watt and Rocquentin are involved in,'in_both passages,
is ‘the realization that wordslare mercly symbols - the
letters P...0...T, quite clearly are not a pot. Equally-:
there is no platonic pot. No two pots are the séme, even
mass-produced pots. They come in different sizes, shapes,
colours, textures, have different smells, reflect thellight
differently, come in varied wéights, are made of different
'matoriaig and so forth. One could use all the resources of
language, mathematics, physics, chemistry etc. and still
not capture the essence of a pot. What Sartre and Beckett:
are doing'is drawing our attention to the vast disparity
that exists between words and reality.
. The maturation_of_a child, and of civilization as
- well, 1is of course closely related to this human capécity
for naming things. Man's technological advance has gone

hand in hand with this ability to name things. Primitive

man's ability to use fire must have gone with his ability

_ "*Jean-Paul Sartre, Nausea (Penguin Books, 1965),
pp. 182-83. : : '
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to name it, and thus communicate about it with other men.

A child's ability to handle fire iikewise requires a know- .
ledge of the word and other related Qords such as.hot

burn, dangerous:and sovforthA Through 1anguage the external
rcality can be controlled, ordered classified, 51mp11f1ed.
Thus man has becn able to come to terms with some of the
irrational forces: that surround him through his power of
'ndming»- of creating synbolic representations of things.

At the same time while words and language have enebled man -
and cnable a child - to find order»in the midst of the

chaos of sense impressions, they have equaily had the
tendeney.to alienate'him.from'reality. Words and 1anguage
eSscntially reduce the cemplexity and richness of éctuéi‘
reality;rthcfe 1s a dangef that nords will become rigid
concepts, which taking the’plaee‘of ectual experiences;

act as a barrier te reelity. Literature'has‘a partieuler

~ value in_eontinually making us aware-ef the disparity

that cxists between recality and experience, of reminding

us of‘tbe realityvbehind the symnols.' Civilization could
-not of»CQurse_exist without werds, but equally words ean be
nery dangefous. Comedy does not mefely mock the rigidity of
appearance, action, mofality and so-fofthvbut fhe rigidity
inherent in the very nature of language itself.. It enables
us to.come to terms with the fiction of 1anguage and the
reality of the ultlmate unreality -rthe unnamable.

Beckett is concerncd with the predicament of modern
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man'tor'Whom the kind ef uncertainty faced by Watt on the
ebviously absurd level of pots is very rcal.. But if the
word fails to tthly capture reality, what of the novel?
Watt's problems reflect the problems of Beckett the novelist
in a world where words "slip, slide, petish”} ‘Novelists
from DcfoeAhave been very much concerned with presenting
a true picture of reality. 'The accurate use of detailed
descriptien, psycholegical knowledgc,vrenlistic dialegue
and so forth ahd.the use of irony, and symbol and.authorial
© comment to give.a full account of reelity as the author sees.
it.. Modern developments'such'as-Stream—of-conéciousness;
and multiple viewpoint reflecting'the continuing concern
of novelists.with truth and reality. In Ulysees we see
the trend to mere_end'hore careful documentation taken'to'
an extteme,gwhereas.in Murphy and Egtt‘we have a parody .
of the novelist's preoccupatlon ‘with verlslmllltude
statement in com1c terms to the effect that novelists arel
attemptlng the 1mp0551b1e Clearly man canhot come to anv
understandlng of hlmself and his world by the mere
accumulatlon‘of_more and more facts,'more and more knowledge:
he will only be left with despair at the ever retteating
_infihity of the irrational world.

Watt's futile attempt to cxplain in worae Mr. Knott
and hls house are a comment on modern man and hlS world,
and the necebsary mnature of his relatlonshlp w1th other

people. th impossibility of really know1ng the world or
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another human being in fact.

Why cannot Samuel Becketé write a traditional-style
novel invoiving normal charactérs living a traditipnal life?
The answer is of course that it is impéssible to do so now,
Joyce, in Ulysses, has proved this impossibility. For
Beckeft to-describe the world of London, or Dublin, as he
Rnew it, would be to creatc fiction, his own limited, and
hence subjective, view of London or Dublin, whereas the
nbvcl is supposedly concerned with truth and reality. The
riéhness and variety of life could not be chained wifh
mére words! Dickens could desCfibe London with vibrant
confidénpp, Beckett no ionger can. ?urthermoré Beckett
obviouSly_cannoi explore modern man's'alienation from his
physical surroundings with the.cérefulvaccumulation of
factual deséription (a style inaicative_of such an age és
.tﬁe nineteenth cenfurvahen a-materialistic philosophf
~held dqminance). If modern maﬁ feeis lost in fhe vast
complexity of the'mbaern'city he can come to terms ﬁith his.
"situation thfdugh, éither theAepic-world of Ulysséé, or the
‘moék;epic world of EiEE. | |

Joyce faced the dilemma in Ulysses of hbw'to write
a novel in our age. Necessérily; taking the tradition of'
the novel at the point in history when he decided to write,
he had to write a novel about an ordinary man, 1ivingAan

ordihary life in a modern city. - réalism»demandéd:this.

Tn

"But how was he to conform to the demands of objective truth
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and yet create a work of art? Rcalism taken to its logicalrv
limits equals a kind of pﬁotographic copying, equais sheer
boredom for the reader. What could b¢ more boring.than the
life of a modern bourgeoise, urban man. Joyce solved his
problem by using the epic form.- Through the use of detail
Joyce éonveys the variety, richness and mystery of life
within a gTCat modern city, rather than the alicnating
qualities of urban 1life. Yet are we not‘pcrhéﬁs more
conscious of words than Dublin and its inhabitants.véry
fréQuently in Uiysses - does not language here sérve to
‘alicnate ‘us frdm reality;

Watt 1is further removed from the traditional novel

than Murphy, though the opening section of Egzz,‘iﬁvolﬁing
the Nixons and Mr. Hackett, Waft's train joﬁrngy; and
réturnrto_the station at the end of the novel, invOlves:
the same kind of approach as we find in Murphy. “But that -

part of the novel where we see things from Watt's VieWpoint.

belongs_rathér to the world of Alice in Wonderlana andithat‘
kind of'fantasy‘noV61 — though as I have tried tovsuggeSt‘
Beckett is ratherrtaking the logic of realism to such ah“A_
extreme that it becomes a parody. .In terms of'pbint'of

view this novcl can be divided into,the middle section, and
the beginning and end.séctions (iﬁcludihg the Addehda). |
The beginning and end sectioné are present-from'the-
omniscient point of view, whéreas.the ﬁiddlg,section consiéts_

of what Watt told someone called Sam - though'eVEn,here_thev
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omniscient author intrudes. Our confusion as to whether.
Sam 1s Samuel Beckett is obviously intentional, a part of
Beckett's parody of the realistic tradition of the novel.
Sam we note seems to be another lunatic like Watt! Confusion
also arises from the transition from Section II to Section
I1I1 of the novel. Section IT ends with the arrival of
Arthur, Scction III begins as follows:
It was about this time that Watt was

transferred to another pavilion, leaving

me behind in the old pavilion. We.

consequently met, and conversed, less

than formerly
And the opening of Section IV does not seem to help to
clarify matters:

‘As Watt told the beginning of his story,"
not first, but second, so not fourth, but

third, now he told its end. Two, one, four,
three, that was the order in which Watt told
his story. Heroic quatrains are not other-

wise elaborated.®
. One éould‘attempt a solution of this conundrum'of_Beckett‘s:
Sam and Watt are bofh‘paticnts in an asylum. Other than
their very odd behaviour such remarks as follow seeﬁ to
indicate this: |

. And it'wasrof course impossible to have any

confidence in the meteorlogical information
of our attcndants.’ '

SWatt, p. 149.
SWatt, p. 214.

’Watt, p. 150. (my underlining)
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No truck with the othér scum, cluttering up
the passageways, the hallways,?®

Through this hole I passed, without hurt, or
damage to my pretty uniform.?®

This all leads one to ponder whether Knott might not in fact
be purely the invention of a lunatic told to another lunatic

~(Sam) in an asylum.?!?®

There is of course no way of proving
this - the novel defics any logical explanation. Once again
as with the character Sam the confusion has been deliberately

created - the nonscnse world-of Watt includes the novel form

itself and th¢ noVeliSt: One migﬁt at this point think of
the great pains earlier_noveiiStS héye gone to in terms of
verisimilitude, the memoirs framework that Defoé-gives_ygll
Flandefs-of Conrad's use of the ﬂarrator:Marlowef' |

| It is’?érhéps logical, given Beckett's cohcefn with
the-absurdity of the noveliét‘s-task‘in the'twentieth_éehtury
thét he should move from the omniscient point of Viewrof'
Murphy and'ggzzll to'theufirst'person point of view of

The Trilogy. In these later novels there is novlongef any

division befween author and character and the dilemmas of

8Watt, p. 150.
*Watt, p. 158. (my underlining).

100n p. 72 of Watt 'Sam' discusscs the problems
that he faced with the narrator of his tale.

!'Despite 'Sam's' claims to be mercly a transcrlber.
There is of course more to Watt than just Watt's adventures
inn Mr. Knott's house, we have the cpisode with the Nixon's
and Hackett at the beginning,‘fol cxample.
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the'novoiist as alienated-humanebeing in our world is
brought more sharply into focus. In Molloy in place of
Watt telling his story to Sam, we have Molloy sitting
writing: |

I am in my mother's room. It's I who live
there now. I don't know how I got there.

" Perhaps in an ambulance, certainly a
vehicle of some kind. I was helped I'd
never have got there alone. There's this
man who comes cvery week. Perhaps 1. got
there thanks to him. He says not. lle gives
me money and takes away the pages. So ‘many
pages, so much money. Yes, I work now, a
little 1like I used to, .except that 1 don't
know how to work any more. That doesn't
matter apparently. What I1'd like now is to
speak of the things that are left, say my
goodbyes finish dying.! ' -

In Malone Dies we haVe:the thoughts of a man who

‘soon . cxpects to die, inventing stories to while away the

time. And in The Unnamable the position 1s even more

extreme:

I, of whom I know nothing, I know my eyes
are open, because of the tears that pour
from them unceasingly. I know I am seated,
‘my hands on my knees, because of the ,
pressure against my rump, -against the soles
of my feet, against the ‘palms of my hands
against my “knees. :

Beckett is in the sequence of his flrst flve novels
reduc1ng, as he moves from one novel to the next, the

material available to him as a novelist, cach time he

, 12Samuel Beckett Three Novels (NewAYork: Grove
Press, 1965), 7. ' '

13Three Novels, p. 304.
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pushes his cxploration of the human condition to a more and
more extreme position. His invenfiveness at these extremes
is surely not a mark of pure despair, but rather of the
power of the human spirit even, in the face of theiﬁltimate
cvil - or irrational force - of death. 1In face of the
almost completé collapse of mind andbbody his characters
still remain human, and through their impotence the reader
gains Strengfh. Beckett's moribund clowns_brihg us to
terms with the imperfections of our bodics and ﬁinds and
the world in which we live. |

The opeﬁing section of Watt deals with Watt's

depérture for, and'journey to, Mr. Knott's residence}r

His encounter with Mr. Hackett and the NiXoﬁs;‘in thisf
AéecfionJis separate and somewhat distiﬁct from the rest

of the novel. 1In pafticular'if is closer_toAthe real
world thaﬁ-Watt's experiences. in Knott's house, wé'are
~not abruptly plunged into the insane, fantasy world of
Watt and Knott. Equally I think that‘this opening section
,servés as a means of indicating fo the reader the reiationf
éhip ana relevaﬁce of the central Watt/Knotﬁ episbde to
the reél wbrld; in which we the readers 1ive; What
dominates this opening section ofAtheAnovel is a $CnSé of
characters acting in a-hcchanicai, wooden, puppet-like
manner, of a deadnesé of feeiing, and‘of>characters béing
isdlated from one another. This aoes not represent a

failure of Beckett's powers of characterisation but it is.
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a satiric comment, through parody, of “human bchaviour in
the modern bourgéoise‘world. ~In Mr. Hackett we have the
- physical, emotional; spiritual, intellectual, rigidity of

the modern>urban bourgeois, the dead people of Conrad's

- ‘Heart of Darkness, living 1in their sepulchral city, the

inhabitants to T. S. Eliot's Waste Land:

Unrcal City,
. Under thc brown fog of a winter dawn,
A crowd flowed over London Bridge, so many, -
I had not thought death had undone so many.'*

A man of regular habits, out for his regular
cdnstitutional, Mr. Hackett turns the corneernly to find
Mhis" seat.bccupied. This intrustion of the unusual - the
1rrat10nal - into Mr Hackett's world has the 1mportance'

of a major catastrophe On approachlng the bench Mrm
“ltackett fJDdS that 1t 1s:occupied by a pair of.lovers;
the lady held the gentleman by the ears _
and the gentleman's hand was on the lady S
thigh, and the lady's tonguec was in the
gentleman's mouth. Tired of waltlng for
the tram, said Mr. Hackett, they strike up
an acquaintance. The lady now removed her
tonguc from the gentlcman s mouth, he put
his into hers. :
Beckett might well be descrlblng a machine hele and‘
‘hls unemotlve, descrlptlve language makes the love making

appear ridiculous. Mr. HackettAbrlngs thls 1ndecency to

the attention of the law in order to get his seat. The

7. S. Eliot, Collected Poems 1909-1962, p. 65.

'SWatt, p. 6.
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language used here could well be a parody of legal
[language; or the language of science, or engineering.
Ierr. Hackett represents the petite'beurgeoise concern
fer regpiarity and order, and the use of the law to remofe
obstructions to his way of life, the use of language in-
this passage represents the dehumanizing'tendehcy of.

science and rationalism in the post-Cartesian world.

Modern science has placed great faith in visual obscrvation,

and the careful neting of obscrved facts; this as Beckett
sees it has had the tendency to dehumanize the world, both
in terms of behaviour and in terms of language. As he sees
it the tendency has been for sciehce_to describe man in
terms of a machine or some other sub-human analogyi
For the ornly way one can specak of nothing
is to specak of it as though it were something,
just as the only way one can speak of God is
to speak of him as though he were a man; which -
to be sure he was, in a sense, for a tlme, and
as the only way one can speak of man, even our
anthropologists have rcalized that, is to speak
‘of him as though he were a termite 1% o
Following the 'indecent' episode Hackett meets
with the Nixons. Here the most amu31ng part is - perhaps
- the description of th€~blrth of Larry. The humour arises
from two'basic‘contfasts firstly the fact that the Nixons

should be dlscu551ng this intimate personal event w1th

someéone they hardly know - though there is the pretence
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of being old fricndSA- and sécondly the way that the
dinner party background to the birth is given equal
importance with the birth:

I continued to eat, drink and make

light conversation, said Tetty, and Larry
to leap, like a salmon.!’

Tetty continues to act the perfect hostess even in the midst
of childbirth. Beckett's comic genius mirrors here fhe‘
essence of the middle-class's concern with respcctability,
and the artificiality and dcadness that it produécs. People
Varé_invitedAto dinner in the name of friendship, out of the-
human need for perSonal_contact yet the most important thing
thatvis'happening is 1ignored. The point is further emphasized
in the fact that they are telling the story to Watf; Théy 
.really have nothing to say to him, they barely seem to |
know him, yet they feel a need to talk to him. ~Why:shou1di
Watt be interested in the birth of.Larfy. Indeéd this
event 1is merely treated as another plece of tri&ia to
,maintdin fhc coﬁversation. As in the description_df fﬁeir
lovers, discussed above, we see the réduction of events
to a common level of triViality, a drastic reduction in
emotional values, a'dehumaﬁizing of basic human acts;_

The absurdity of the situati6n‘is further emphasized
with the following question:

You knew she was pregnant, said Mr. Hackett.

'7Watt, p. 11.
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Why cr, said Goff, you sece er, I er, we er -
Tetty's hand fell heartily on Mr. Hackett's
thigh. He thought I was coy, she cried
Hahahaha. Haha. Ha. Haha, said Mr. Hackett.
I was greatly worried T admit, said Goff.!'®

Not only do we have the comic absurdity of the fact
that a group of people are sitting eating their dinner while
Tetty is about to give birth but Hackett's question serves
to emphasiie the alienation of husband and wife. Tetty's -
hand falling "heartily on Mr. Nackett's thigh" only serves
to emphasize the mechanical, dchumanized figures of Tetty,
Goff{ and Hackett.

. The themes of the middle classes concern with order
decency and respectability and the essential isolation of
human beings within this world is continued:

I went up those stairs, Mr. Hackett, said
Tetty, on my hands and kneecs, wringing the
- carpet-rods as though they were madé of
raffia. 7 .
- You were 1in such- angu1sh sald Mr. Hackett.
" Threce minutes later I was a mother.
Unassisted, said Goff.
I dad cverythlng with my own hands, said
Tetty, everything.
She severed the cord with her tecth, said
Goff, not having a scissors to her hand
What do you think of that?
I would have snapped it across my knee,
if necessary, said Tetty.'!

I am reminded here of the middle-class independence and

self-sufficiency of Robinson Crusoe on his island,
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buiiding a home, making brcad and generally carrying on
as normally. Note the pride with which Goff says
"unassisted” and Tetty's own pride in her achievement.
The irony, however, is that Goff should be so unawére of
what isrhappeniné and Tetty is so detached from Goff that
shes does nét tell him. While Tetty is giving birth the
men are playing billiards!

Cream's putting had becen extraordinary,
I remember, said Goff. I ncver saw anything
like 1t. We were watching brecathless, as he
set himsclf for a long thin jenny, with the
black of all balls.

"What temerity, said Mr. Hackett.

‘A quitc remarkable stroke,. in my opinion,
said Goff. Ille" drew back his qucue to strike,

- when the wail was heard. He permitted himself

an expression that I shall not repeat.??’

What we sece particularly cmphasized'by this extract from-

Watt 1is theidevaluation of expéri¢ncé that is at the heart
of this whole section of tﬁé novel. - Tﬁe billiards, the
dinner; the impressiﬁg of Hackett are all of more importance
than the.birth of Lafry. ‘Note the repétition.of the word
”extraérdinary“ and the,pﬁrase.”We were watching breathless"
- a'chéicc of vocabulary, in»cdntext, far more appropriéte
fbf'the bifth'qf a child than a game of billiards. .This
whole tendency‘is further emphasized when Goff abruptly

changes the direction of the conversation with Hackett:

20%att, p. 13.



82
These north-western skics are really cxtra-
ordinary
In a wider context what we see satirised in this

opening section of Watt is the tendencies inherent. in

individualism, rationalism and puritanism taken to their
comic extremes. The way in which we see the irrational .
forces of nature, cxemplified by the birth of Larry;
treated in'fhis episode, 1is a particular prdduct of a
poét—Cartesian world - the Nixons are acting like Murphy,
~retreating inwardly from the evil of the body and the
external world. It is impossible of course for Tetty to-
ﬁention her‘condition, she has~tq keep this within her mindf
Equally Goff and the guésts are locked within their minds,
ignoring.what fhey see with their eyés,‘df incapable of
seeing 1t. There is no sense that Tetty.found the birth
of ﬁer soﬁ a joy and we learn nothing of Larry himself.
Desﬁribing her feelings éfter.therbiffh Tetty says: -
" For the‘mother, said Tetty, the feeling is one

of relief, of great relief, 'as when the guests

~depart. All my subsequént strings were '

severed by Professor Cooper, but the fe¢eling

‘was always the same, one of riddance. ?? '
A desire to escape from the_irratiohal world of.emotion to
a moré‘orderly level of rafiohal bourgeoise existence

prevents any real relationship developing between people

2lwatt, p. 13.-

2Watt, pp. 12-13.
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in this episode. There is a desire for relationships but
an incapacity to develop them. A desire to communicate
but the impossibility of communication.
A little after this remark of Tetty Watt arrives

on the scene:

Tetty was not sure whether it was a man or a

~woman. Mr. Hackett was not sure that it was

not a parcel, a carpet for cxample, or a roll

of tarpaulin, wrapped up in dark paper and

tied about the middle with a cord ?
Directly Watt appears recality beginning to break down:! He
now forms the centre of their conversation. Howéver,
neither Mrs. Nixon or Hackett have seen Watt before and
“Mr. Nixon, although he lent Watt 6/9d' 7 ycars before, -
only seems to know him superficially. Thus thie intensity
~of their interest is out of all proportion and hence absurd.
and amusing. Watt is treated as an object of curiosity
rather than a human being, and we learn only the barest
details of the kind of man he is, and the nature of the
journey that he is undertaking. The way in which the
Nixons .and Hackett puzzle-over Watt pfepares the reader
for Watt's own encounter with Knott:

"And what do you suppose frightens him all of

a sudden? said Mrs. Nixon. ’ o o

It can hardly be the journey itself, said
Mr. Hackett, since you tell me he 1s an :
expericenced traveller.

A silence followed these words.
Now that I have made that clear, said Mr.

23Watt, p. 14.
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Hackett, you might describe your friend a
little more fully. )

I really know nothing, said Mr. Nixon.

But you must know something, said Mr.
Hackett. One does not part with five
shillings to a shadow. Nationality, family,
birth place, confession, occupation, means
of exlstence, distinctive signs, you cannot
be in ignorance of all this.

Utter ignorance, said Mr. Nixon.?"

A very direct comment on the superficial and empty nature
“of many human relationships in the modern world is secen

here.

llere is a man you scem to have known all
your l1life, said Mr. llackett, who owes you five
-shillings for the past scven years, and all
you can tell me is that he has a huge big red
. nose and no fixed address. He paused. He
added, And that he is considerably younger than
'you, a common condition I must say. He glared
up angrily at Mr. Nixon's face. . But Mr. Nixon
did not see this angry glare, for he was look-
ing at somcthing quite different.?3

Note the irony of this final remark.
The absurdity‘of the attempt to try and ﬁnderéﬁandAf

something from an external viewpoint - the typicai view-

point of the scientific'ége - 1is hereAparodied in the

éttéﬁpt of the Nixon's and lackett £o gxplain why Watt

got off.at the bus stop opposite to where they are talking:
He is on hisiway now to thcﬁstation, said.

Mr. Nixon. Why I wonder did he get down here.

It 1s the end of the penny fare, said Mrs.
Nixon. '

That depends where he got on, said Mr.

2%Watt, p. 19

*Watt, p. 20.
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Nixon. A

He can scarcely have got on at a point
remoter than the terminus, said Mr. Hackett.
_ But does the penny fare end here, said
Mr. Nixon, -at a mere faculative stop? Surely
1t ends rather at the station.

I think you are right, said Mr. Hackett.

Then why did he get off here? said Mr., Nixon.

Perhaps he felt like a little fresh air, said
Mr. Hackett, before being pent up in the train.?®
~From one angle this could be seen purely as a parddy of
the emptiness. of much human discourse, .and ffom another
angle as a parody of philosophical discourse: in either
case a mere playing with words on Beckett's part. However,
the important thing to note is its relevance to our world
rathér‘than>just to a limited intellectual sphere, for the
word games'of the intellectuals have-their counterpart in
the_ordinaryIWOrld of the Nixons -and Hacketts.,_Equally,'
of courée?.the_novelist is involved in a verbal juggling
gamé,'the pattern of questibns serving to keep his story
moving, serving to fill up thé necessary pages. There is
~a more or less endless series of answers to the quéStion
why did Watt get off at that particular spot. The external
viewer is faced with this series, whereas Watt knows the
one answer.

Here we are at a crux of the problem facing the

novelist in the modern world: how can he claim to preseht

~truth! - thé traditional role of the novelist - how can he

SR

26Watt, p. 17,
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adopt the omniscient role} what right has he to play God
more than any other hﬁman being? The loss of a confident
senseé of 'self, which is a dominant aspect of our age is

explored by Bepkett in Watt and Murphy where the nbvelist

drops the role of the arrogant all seeing being, becomes
a clown not a god, a fool struggling like Watt to éxplain
what he sces with words, but finding grcater and greater
difficulty 1in his task. Of course it is wortﬁ nofing
that the circus clown has a definitely adopted role and
that to his mask he'brings great Skill and technique, and
in. his ownAﬁayvprovides.an artistic balance to the heroic
and potehtially tragic skill of the trapéze artist. The
‘circus~is-iﬁ'a way modern ﬁan's closest link witﬁ more
‘primitive, ritualistic forms of 'entertainment' or tart'.

| ~ So busy are—thevNixoné-and Hackétt in their verbal
game§>that they never become involved in ény geﬁuine
_personalArelationship, which can be seen as yet aﬁother
comment on man's.incapécity to understand ana_thUS’come'
to terms withlréality, and once again perhaps a vindication
of Murphy's éftempt»to no longer pretend but to take
mattérs to their logical conclusion. |

th'only’is Watf's physical appearande; like thét

iof theJtra&ifional clown, comical:

Like a sewer-pipe, said Mr. Nixon. Where are
his arms .27 :

A27Waﬁt, p. 16.
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ltc has. a huge red nosc and no fixed address 2°8
but he has similar problems to the clown in controlling
his body:

Watt bumped into a porter wheeling a milkcan.
Watt fell and his hat and bags were scattered.
The porter did not fall but let go his can,
which fell back with a thump on its tilted rim,
rocked rattling on 1ts basc and finally came
to'a stand. This was a happy chance, for had
it fallen on its side, full as 1t perhaps was
of milk, then who knows the milk might have

run out, all over the platform, and even on

the rails, beneath the train, and been lost 2°

Following this we have the description of Watt's smile:
Watt had Watched”people smile and thought he
understood how it was done. And it was true
that Watt's smile, when he smiled, resembled
more a smile than a sneer, for. example, or a
yawn. But there was something wanting to
Watt's smile, some little thing was lacking,
and people who saw it for the first time,
werc sometimes in doubt as to what expression
exactly was intended. To many it seemed a
simple sucking of the teeth.?®®

Here, in these two examples, we can clearly see the cruel”

side of comedy, the laughter that follows from seeing

somebne slip and fall or the laughter that arises from a

physical peculiarity. This is related to our feelings of

superiority in- terms of the comic situation. We laugh at

Watt's attempt to smile because we can control our facial

expressions. _Yétvat the same time, although we may feel

2%Watt, p. 20.
29Watt, p. 22.

*%Watt, p. 23.
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supcrior to the comic victim, there must be some clement of
identification, for the source of the comic is in the imper-
fections of the human machine; the imperfect relatipn of mind
and body, the imperfect body and imperfect mind. We Ilaugh
when Watt falls because we too.can fall, we can laugh at Watt's
ridiculous attempt to smile because we are conscious_that we
smile without spontdniety and are conscious that we too do’
not have absolute and perfect control over our bodies. Murphy
rejects this imperfect statec of affairs. and we have a.revolt,
in Beckett's first novel, of as it_weré the mind against a
union with the body and all its imperfections. Yet another
example of the break down of normal mind-body relationship in
‘Watt is this amusing description of Watt's way of walking:
Watt's way of advancing due east, for
example, was to turn his bust as far as
possible towards the north and at the same
time to fling out his right leg as far as
possible towards the south, and then to turn
his bust as far as possible toward the south
and at the same time to fling out his left
_1eg as far as possible toward the north,
. . So standing first on onc leg, dnd then
on the other, he moved forward a headlong
tardigrade, 1n a straight line.?®
This leads us to Watt's arrival at Knott's and
Erskines strange and beautiful speech. The movement
away {rom the normal world of the novel-bccomes. extreme

herc (What hasigone before reflects for cxample elements

that we can find in the novels of Dickens written a

lWatt, p. 28.
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hundred ycars prior td'Bcckctt). On a first recading
Erskine's specech may appear sheer nonsense, and indeed on
subscquent readings no clear, logical sense can be,fqund,
thoughAccrtain fhemes and batterns emerge. Howevef,
Beckett does not stand alone in modern fiction, in turning
away at times from the kind ofAclcar, logical use of
language that we are accustomed to find in fhe novei:

Ineluctable modality of the visible: at least
that if no more, thought through my eyes.
Signatures of all things I am here to recad,
seaspawn and sea wrack, the necaring tide,
that rusty boat.. Snot green, blue silver,
rust: - coloured signs. Limits of the
diaphane. But he adds: 1in bodies. Then he -
"was aware of them bodics before them
coloured. How? By knocking his sconce
. against them, sure. Go casy. Bald he was
and a millionaire, maestro di color che sanno.
Limit of the diaphane in. Why in? Diaphane,
adiaphanc. If you can put your fivce fingers
through it, it is a gate5 if not a door.
Shut your eyes and see.?

In- this passage.from Ulysses, or in the  Benjy

Sectibn of The Sound and the Fury, to give another well

knowﬁ example,'we-héve a'logiéal-extension of the novelist's
exploration'of'reality in the pursuit of truth, intd the
‘world of thé mind. Gone, howéver, is the steadying‘framé-
work of the concrete-external world, against which
'charactérs and their actions and feelings, in the

traditional novel are set, and in the Strcam-of-cons;iousncss

novel we are much more directly involved with the irrational,
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illogical world of fcelings.- We come much more directly»
in contact with the minds of Blooﬁ, Stephen Daedaius,
Benjy et. This 1s a logical enough developmentrin‘the
novel, given the cmhhasis that the post-Cartesian world
has placed on the mind. Yet we are conscious that 'our'
thoughts are far more complex - that is in terms of mental
"imagery' - than thosé’that we find in fiction. Eveh-the
thoughts, feeclings and impressions of Benjy have been
carcfully organized by Faﬁlkncr, so thaf the carcful reader
is not utfcrly lost. Thus the novelist has to impose a
pattern and simplify the total phenoména; But here lies
the dilemma of fhe modern névclist and»his>c§ncern With-
truth and reality. -In this_attcmpt to imposec a étructuré;”
or order in reality, he is in competition with science aﬁd
indecd-is'very much Subject to the influence of science - -
and .of the whole~rétiOnaiistic»heritage of which he ié é
part -and to wﬁich the novel owes its birtﬁ and déveloﬁment;
We in fact tend fdijustify novelé'in terms of sdciolbgical
phi]osophic:or psychological insights!_ To add to the
confusion of course we have the fact thaf we in‘the
twentieth century have no coherent Vision of reality. In
addition the tendency of modern rationaiism has been to
treat man as merely a-superior anim31 and olectro-chemical'
machiﬁe. Within'this kind of atmosphere itvis difficult
for the novelist to function witﬁ his belief in humane

values.
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FUTthcrmoré we must note the effect of a middle-
class dominated society which places great value on science
and technology. Correspondingly the prestige of the novelist
is small and his function in society scen as unimpértant.

What has the ﬁpvelist to Say»that is important? a mere
~teller of tales that has nothing important to say unlike
thé_physiciSts, psychologists, sociologists, biologists,
chemists et cetera who are the 6nes that have the truth.
The moderﬁ serious novelist énd poef has thus become a
épecialist who like his scientific counterpart tends to
‘write 1in his own. very specialized language for a'minority
”of interested readers.

Beckett in Watt retreats from the réal‘world into

a fantasy world of the imagination, yet his nonsense and
that -of Erskine has its relevance:

'Delight in Nonsense,' says Freud in his study
of the sources of the comic, 'has its roots in
the feeling of freedom we enjoy when we are
able to abandon the strait jacket of logic.'

e . . . « . . . . . . . . - . . . . »

The 1literature of verbal nonscense expresses’
more than mere playfulness. - In trying to burst
the bounds of logic and language, 1t batters at
the enclosing walls of the human condition
itself.
Verbal nonsense is.in the truest sense a
metaphysical endeavour, a striving to enlarge
and- transcend the 11m1t5 of the material
universc and. 1ts loglc.

33The Theatre of the Absurd, pp. 240-42.
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In the world bf nonscnse, or fantasy, or the
imagination, the novelist is no longer competing with
Sciehce.but he is exploring the human situation through
the power of thé imagination. Whereas science hasither.
function of attempting to conquervand order tﬁé irrational,
the imaginative.writcr has the function.of bringing man to
terms with the ultimately unknowable nature of the
irrational. Science adjusts and ‘improves the human
condition, conquers discase, makes 1ifé morce comfortable
and safe, but it éan never gch mén_a god—likc knowledge
and omniScienée;“thoﬁgh.this may‘wcll be the Faustian .
dream thét'drives science onQards;‘»Art, on the othér hand,
sérﬁes the function of Bringing man to terms with these »
adjustments and changes, and-the'evolution of éft must be
influenced by the changes in manfé rélationship to the
irrafioﬁal brought about by scientific and techﬁological
progress.,fThus Beckett's use.of fantasy in Erskine's

speech reflects modern man's uncertainty about the value
of language‘and fhe possibility of genuine communication
betwoen pgaple. It ser&es tovremind us that we are human
beings and‘bring ué baék'to the.reality of things which
havg'bcen &isfurbéd by the false pride that our scientific
and fcchnolégical progress may have given ﬁs. | |

But to look more directly at,Erskiﬁe's speeéh,

The opening of his spéechvcreates the impression that

~ 1

he has been on some kind of pilgrimage or scearch and has
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at last found that for which he has been searching:

The man arrives! The dark ways all
behind, . ... walting for the dawn to break.
The dawn! The sun! The light! . . . Then

at night rest in the quiet houses there are

no more roads, no strects any more, you lie

down by a window opcning on refuge, . . .

A1l the old ways led to this, all the old

windings, . . . the wild country roads where

“the dead walk beside you, . . . For he knows

he is in the right place, at last.  And he

knows he 1is the right, man at last.
In casc we are inclined to take Lrskine's rhetoric too
seriously the irony is emphasized by a scntence like the
foiloWing:,

All led to this, to this gloaming”where a

middle-aged man sits masturbating his snout,

waiting for the first dawn to break ~
Where we have the positive, hopéful image of 'the first
dawn' juxtaposed with the negative, sterile idea of .
masturbation. - What we have in Erskine's speech is a parody
of mpdern'man‘s'pilgrimage for truth, for meéning‘in his
life.  'In particular this could very well be a parody of

the overly sérious trcatment;of this theme by T. S. Eliot

in The Waste Land and The‘Foqr Quaftéts, T. S. Eliot's
sériéuswtOne‘and attehpt'to find a.way out bf'modern man}si
diiemmasis an obvious invitation to_parody:.

~ We shallrnot cease fromvexplofatidﬁ

- - And the end of our exploring

"Will be to arrive where we started
And to know the place for the first time.?*®

“¥%Watt, pp. 37-38.

*$T. S. Eliot, Collected Poems 1909-1962, p. 222.
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What Beckett's satiric comment really is, is that the
searching for an answer, for a final solution to the human
~predicament is futile. In place of T. S. Eliot's mystical

statcments Beckett gives us the relcase of laughter.

Both Watt and Murphy, as a whole, can indeed be seen

as parodies of religious quests, Murphy in the manner of a
saint or yogi attempfing to transcend the sclf and Watt on:
a pilgrimage. The absurdity of Murphy's quest 1is irohically
underlined with his death, and we never know Watt's goal,
unless it is that the further he progresscs the less he
understands. Indcod there is the implicationAthat as the
novel progresses Watt is becoming more and more insane -
yet we never know for certain. . All that one can say 1s
that the futility of Watt's quest is a comment on modern
man's attempt to know the unknowable.

Erskine goes Qn'in his- speech to note that the
contentment of being the right man in the right place will
not ¢ontinue for cver:

His.indignation undergoes a similar reduction,

and calm and glad at last he goes about his

work, calm and glad he peecls the potatoes and
empties the night stool, calm and glad he '
"witnesses and 1s witnessed. TFor a.time. . For

the day comes when he says Am I not a little

out of sorts today?®® :

There appears to be no final resfing“plaCe in the

world described by Erskine:




The glutton castaway, the drunkard in the desert,’
the lecher in prison, they are the happy enes.

To hunger, thirst, lust, every day afresh and
every day in vain,. after the old prog, the old
booze, the old whores, that's the ncarest we'll
ever get to felicity.®?

Erskine is here, and subseéquently expressing his philosophy

of- 1ife, which is cxpressed particularly succinctly as
follows, "An ordure¢, from beginning to end". However,
rcally is not quite-that simple as my discussion of the
following passage Wiil try to show:

The crocuses and larch turn green every year

a week beforc -the others and the pastures red
with caten sheep's placentas and the long
summer days and the new-mown hay and the wood-
pigeons in the morning and the cuckoo in the
afternoon and the corncrake in the evening and
the wasps in the jam and the smell of the
gorse and the look of the gorse and the apples
falling and the children walking in the dead
lecaves and the larch turning brown a week
before the others and the chestnuts falling

and the howling winds and the sca breaking over
the pier and the first fires and the hooves on
the road . . . and the endless April showers
and the crocuses and then the whole bloody
business starting all over again. A turd.3®

The important. thing to note with- regard to this extract
from Erékiné's speech ié fhat it has different meaningé_
depending on wﬁether it is taken as a piec¢'of logical

prose; in which case the emphasis would be placed on the
final phrase 'a turd', that is everything stated before

this phrasc is equivaient to a turd. But this would be

*"Watt, p. 43.

3®Watt, pp. 45-6.
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to recad fhis passage as a’ statcment and to ilgnore 1its
1iterary form. If we place the émphasis on the passage
preceding this final phrase, we are only conscious of the
nostalgic beauty of tﬁe images by Erskine. In terms of
cmotional content thére is a logical contradiction between
this final phrase and the preceding passage. This is
importdnt>bccause Beckett has Often been denounced as a-
negative writer and if one places the wrong emphasis here -
which is not to ignore thé impqrtance of the fiﬁél phrase,
~however - one may well be lcft with a completely grim
impression. OneAcould.illustrate this point further with
the following dialogué from Endgamé (Hann and Clov see

themsclves as the last human beings this being endgame!)

Clov: I have a flea.

~ Hamm: A flea! Are there still fleas?
Hamm - But- humanity might startvfromvthere-
' all over again! Catch him, for the3

love of God! o .
Erskiﬁé, Clo& énd Hamm are not serioUé philosophers,‘or
dégpairing-mcn in.the grips of angst, but rather ciowns'
assuming the roles of fwentieth century men at»the limits
of meaninglessness. The episode involving the flea is not
a purely negative statement of desﬁair but rather a witty

‘parody of despair, and in this way a recognition of the

-3%Samuel Beckett, Eﬁdgame.(London:'Faber, 1958), p. 27.
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absurdity of despair itself: through humour despair is
transcended.

The relationship between Beckett's handling of
language and meaning can be further illustrated by an
examination of another passage from Erskine's speech which
comes just before the passage just discussed:

An ordure, from beginning to end. And yet, when

I sat for Fellowship, but for the boil on my

bottom - The rest an ordurce. The Tuesday scowls,

the Wednesday growls, the Thursday curses, the

Friday howls, the Saturday snores, the Sunday

yawns, the Monday morns. The wacks, the moans,

‘the cracks, the groans, the welts, the squeaks,

the belts, the shrieks, the pricks, the

prayers, the kicks, the tears, the skelps, and

the yelps. And the poor lousy old earth, my

~earth and my father's and my mother's and my

father's father's and my mother's mother's and

my father's mother's and my mother's father's

and my father's mother's father's and my

mother's father's mother's . . . An excrement."?
Once again one. has to note that the total effect is not
equivalent to 'an excrement'. In the list of the days of
the week, which at the logical level of language 1s a
Statement-about the monotony, boredom and fepetitivé
unpleasantness of a week, the use of devices more normally
found 1in poetry create an entirely different emotional
effcct upon the reader. The personification of the days,
'"Tuesday scowls', takes us away from the world of men that

scowl, which is one kind of meaning contained in the phrase,

the unplcasantness is depersonalized, distanced, there is

“"Watt, pp. 44-5.
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something.absurd, ridiculous, hence comical in the-idea
of something like a day of the week having human attribﬁtes.
The nogative'forcc of the word scowl is further reduced by
the fact that it rﬁymes with Wedhesday's growl and‘Friday‘s
howl. Frequent rhyme tends also to have a comical effect.
Another poetic device which further anacsthetized fhe
darkness of the verbs, is the chant like rhythm which
‘arises from the répetition of theAsame rhythmic pattern
and the fact that a11-the days of the week rhyme with
each other. Thus the importance of thevmeanings'of the
words scowls, curses, yawns etc., is less important than
the wordsAés objects, and the words as sounds and rhythmic
pattérns. It is also worth noting the Humour that.arises
frbm the mounting_crescendo of the'week, scowls, growls,
curses; howls, followed bylthe.snores.of Saturday and the .
- yawns of Sunday. The horrors.of the provéfbial Monday
morninngf.our_clock, office, factory'dominated world are
commented on with the witty pun 'Moﬁday morns ' (We have°a
rhymé hcre-with déwn_and the crcation df.a-new'verb in
morns). In the subsequent secction begihning "the wackS 
the moans . . .t' we_are.mqre awafé of thC-WOTdS as Sounds
and a fhythmic pattern thén as étatemcnts about ther 
miseries of life. This is then followed by theA'mother's
mother's, father's father's' series,.in which_words just -
become objects in a verbal juggling acf. The'rigidity.of

the weck is broken as are our feelings by .the comedy -
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produced. The very . rigidity or formal stfuctdre of eéch
of the threce separate sections in this passage, mocksvthe
rigidity of Erskine's formal statements about life, We
return here to the nonsensical world of childhood Qhere
words can be playthings. Serious adults tend to become
trapped in the mesh of logic and meahing. Here the. power
of the Word is mocked. At this peint it 1s worth nofihg
some pertinent remarks on this subject made by Elizabeth
Sewell: | |

- As Miss Elizabeth Sewell suggests. in her
fascinating study of Lear and Carroll Ihg
Field of Nonsense, one of the most
51gn1f1cant passages in Through the Looking
Glass is Alice's adventure in the wood
‘where things have no names. In that wood
Alice forgets her own name: . . . Miss
Sewell comments, 'Therc is a suggestion here
that to losec your name 1is to gain freedom in
some way, since the nameless one would be no
longer under control. . . It also suggests
that the loss of language brings with it an'
increase in loving unity with living things.
In other words, individual ‘identity defined
by language, having a name, is the source of
our separatencss and the origin of the . '
restrictions imposed on our merging in the
unity of being. - Hence it is through the
~destruction of language - through nonsense,
the arbitrary rather than the contingent
naming of things - that the mystical yearn-
ing for umity with the universe expresses
itself in a nonsense poet like Lewis Carroll sl

This passage_thrOWS valuable light on both tht_and Murphy,

take for exémple Murphy's relationship'with Endon:

‘FITBC Theatre of thé Absurd, pp. 244-45.
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It scemed to Murphy that he was bound to
Mr. Endon, not by the tab only, but by a love
of the purest possible kind, exempt from the
big world's precocious cjaculations of thought,
word and deed. They remained to one another,
even when most profoundly one in spirit, as it |
seemed to Murphy, Mr. Murphy and Mr. Endon,*?

In his conquest of the physical world man names things but
at the same time he alicnates himself from the direct
physical world and begins to live morc and more in a world
dominated by words rather than by things, actions, emotions
No longer in a merely .physical universc, man
lives in-a symbolic universe. Language, myth,
art and religion arc parts of this universe.
They are the varied threads which weave the
symbolic net, thc tangled web of human
experience. All human progress in thought . and
- experience refines upon and strengthens this
nct. No longer can man confront rcality
immediately; he cannot scece it, as it were, face
to face. Physical reality seems to reccede 'in
proportion as man's symbolic activity advances.*?®
Watt's central problem of course hinges around the discrepancy
 that_cxists between the,symbol-- the word - and physical
rcality.
For Watt now found himself in the midst
of things which, if thecy consented to be
named, did-so . . . with reluctance **
Watt's alienation from reality is ours, at a more cxtreme

-and therefore apparently absurd extremé, as the quotation

from Cassirer suggests. The more words become namcs, rigid

*?Murphy, p. 127. (My underlining)

*3An Essay on Man, p. 25.

““Watt, p. 78.
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conccbts, the more we are aliénated from reality. Watt's
quest can be ‘seen as an.aftempt fo escape the tyranny of
words, -an ‘attempt to experience reality ﬁore directly, to
experiéncc it as it were, to use a phrase that hasAbeche'
a cliché, through the eyes of a child. |
I'f Murphy has its source in the philosophical
pfob]éms promclgated by Descartes, EQEEQ-Richard Coe
Suggests has its beginniﬁgs in the works of the philosopher
Ludwig Wittgenstein. In Watt thé rationalistic scientific
tradition is brought in the manner of Wlttgensteln to.
bear on language 1tself Words arc the products of our
mlnds,-wc replace things, éctionsAand'fcelingé withvthem;
but they are only symbols. 'Thus there is considerabie_room-
for errér,‘we know the wofds fire; love, ﬁot but do we have
coﬁpléfe knowledge of the phenomena for which they are the
‘symbdl. In Watt we have a man who finds great difficulty
with wqrds.and the phenomeha to which they are supposed té
relate. As Murphy sees no connection between‘Body_and
‘mind, Watt pursues the break between Words.and reality.
Watt's prdbicm can be Sech_in terms of tryihg-to find words
to describe Mr. Knott: |
| Fér'one'day Mr..Knott would be'téll, fat, .
pale and dark, and the next thin, small, '
flushed and fair, and the next sturdy, middle--

sized, yellow- and glngcr, and the next small
fat, pale and fair 45

“*Watt, p. 20

v
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and so on. in a seeming eqdless series. Just as

any phenomena is never constant, no two pots ever exactly
alike, so Mr. Knott is constantly changing. We should note
though that Watt has no doubt that what he sees is Knott!
Quite clearly‘in-our terms it would scem that if the
phenomenon varies thaf much the word Mr. Knott no longer
‘has any meaning. As Murphy retfeats'from the physical
world so Watt retreats from the word as symbol of the
phygiéal wérid. His search for truth, and frecdom from
the irrationél, however leads to the bfeakdown'of
language, as seen in the previous passage but»evén more
extremciy in the followingf |

Lit yad mac, ot og. Ton taw, ton tonk.

Ton dob, ton trips. Ton vila, ton deda.

Ton kawa, ton pelsa. Ton das, don yag.

Os-devil, rof mit."*® '
(Some .'sense' caﬁ be made of the above if'the letters érer
reversed i;e; til day cam, to go. Not wat, not knot.
Nof bad,‘not spift etc.) |
Here the ulfimate absurdity of Watt;s qﬁest is revéaied,

‘The world of Knott is a bizarre combination of'the

absurdAaﬂd the well regulated. Take fdr example'Mr.‘Knott‘s
food: -

This -dish contained foods of various kinds,

such as soup of various kinds, fish eggs,

game, poultry, meat chcese, fruit, all of
various kinds, and of course bread and butter

~YfWatt, p. 165.
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and it contained also the morc usual beverages,
A1l these things, and many others too
numerous to mention, we well mixed together 1in
the famous pot and boiled for four hours, until
the consistence of a mess, or puss, was obtained *7

One cannot doubt that this strangeconcdctioncontained a

great deal of gOédness but the basic sensual enjoyment of

eating has been removed. We arc reminded here of Mﬁrphy

and his biscuits, and his concern with ordering experience.

In direct contrast with constant changing appearance of

Mr.

his

Knott himseclf - we have the mathematical regularity of
meals - both in terms of time and content.
For he knew, as though he had been'told, that

the receipt of this dish had never varied,
since 1its establishment, long long before, and

‘that the choice, the dosage and - the quantities

of the. clements employed had been calculated,
with the most minute cxactness, to afford Mr.
Knott, in a course of fourteen full meals, that
is to say seven full lunches, and seven full
dinners, the maximum of pleasure compatible

‘'with the protraction of his health.

- This dish was served to Mr. Knott, cold,
in.a bowl, at twelve o'clock noon sharp and
at seven p.m. exactly, all the year round.*®

Each meal qf'the fourteen is exactly alike. Despite the

elaborate care entailed in this operation Watt never sees

" Knott. :Watt being the kind of character that he is -

“signified ByAhiS‘name - puzzles over-the origins of these

arrangements, and this leads to a series of twelve possibil-

ities. Once again-as is so typical of this particular novel
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we have a series used parodying the mathematical-like

» workings of the rationalistic mind. Watt's problem could
so casily be solved i1f he just spoke to Mr. Knott once -
but of course this is impossible as Mr. Knott's na&e like-
wise suggesté.

The careful ordering of reality in the preparatioh
and scrving of the foods continﬁes with the arrangements
for deéling with any scraps left over:

Wétf'sninstructions'were to give what Mr. Knott

left of the dish, on the days he did not ecat

it all, to the dog *° '
As -a dog has to bé there at specific~timcs and  has to be
therc'régularly_and eat every écrap,vthere is an_elaborate
précedﬁfe to make certain thaf-éverythiﬁg qlWays conforms
to a regular pattern, in fact that order always prevails
égainst the fofces of the irrational! The'questidﬁing
Watt puzzles over the poésible arrangements thét might

havc prevailed and arrives at the following summary:

Solution Number of Objections
1st 2
2nd - S 3
3rd _ , : 4
4th ' ’ .5
Number of Solutions Number of Objections
4 14 '
3 -9
2 5 '
1 2 - 30

“’Watt, p. 87.

%Watt, p. 95.
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The arrangement that however existed was as follows:

that a suitable local dog-owner, that is to say
a-needy man with a famished dog, should be
sought out, and on him settled a handsome annulty
of fifty pounds payable monthly, in consideration
of his calling at Mr. Knott's house every cvening
-between cight and ten, accompanied by his dog in
- a famished condition, and on those days on which
there was food for his dog of his standing over
his dog, with a stick, before witnesses, until
.the dog had eatéen all the food until not an atom
remained 3! I

But this dog might suddenly die and then the whole
arrangement would collapse. And then the man might die.
Allicontingencies however have been thought of and the
solution arrived at:
or better still a suitable large needy
local family of say two parents and from ten
to fifteen children and grandchildren
passionately attached to their birthplace.
should be sought out
And thcy would have in their care "the kennel or colony
of famished dogs.'
Naturdlly as this is a novel (or more -specifically
because it is a parody, or anti-novel) we are given a
careful  1ist of the members of this family, the Lynch's:
There was Tom Lynch, a widower, aged eighty-
five years, confined to bed with constant
undiagnosed pains in the caeccum,  and his

three surviving boys Joc, aged sixty-five
- years, a rheumatic cripple, and Jim aged
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Sixty-four-years; a hunchbacked inebriate, -

and Bill, widower, aged sixty-three years,

greatly hampered in his movement by the

loss of both legs.5?
-And so 1t continues with details of the twenty—eight
-members of the famiiy, a seemingly endless catalogue of
ugliness, deformity, disease and corruption. A catalogue
of misery but strangely enough a humourous one. The basic
source of the humour is the element of exaggeration, the
fact that every member of the Lynch family seems to be
discased or deformed, it is the mathcmaticgl—liké rigidity
of the nature Qf this family which is the source of humour
here as is the mafhematical-like rigidify of say a Dickensian

character such as Pecksniff in Martin ChuzZIewit whose

whose- constant rigid hypqcritical approach to reality 1is
the source of his comic vitality. Once'agaih.we'find the;
" combination of a mathematical like order and tﬁe irratiohal
:here in_thé form of.disease and deformity. VLike:Murphy and
Watt the Lynch's are engaged iﬁ a mock—ﬁeroic battle with
the irrdtional, Whéh Watt enters Mr. Kmott's service the

- ages of the twenty-eight membefs of the Lynch‘famiiy totals
'nine—hundrediand eighty years (a footﬁote,-héweVer, sfafes:
‘Thevfigures given here are incorrect. The consequent
calculafions are therefore doubly erroneous'.) If all goes

well these total ages will soon come to a thousand years:
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Till changing changing in twenty over twenty-
cight equals five over scven times twelve _
cquals sixty over seven equals eight months
and a half approximately, if none died, if
none were born a thousand years.®"
However the rational force of death intrudes and the
magic figure of one-thousand is not achieved.
~ This loss was a great loss to the family
Lynch, this loss of a woman of forty good
‘looking years.®®
The irony herc is that their concern is not the deﬁth of
a human being but the loss of a decad mathematic total.
We sce once again the deédening effect of man's concern
with mathematical order and his attempt to cénquer:the
irrational. We too of course laugh at death -here as we
do also'at the end of Murphy. We recognize through-our _
laughter the folly of man's endeavour to resist the
irrational, and learn to accept the human situation as
it is.
We should pérhaps now move. from the subject of.
death to that of love, from the family Lynch to Mrs. Gorman.

In the .relationship between Watt and Mrs. Gorman love at

the extreme is dealt with in more detail in Watt than .

in Murphy, for their love making is carefully described.
Never has there been a more ridiculous or incompetent

pair of lovers than these two. The romantic idealism of

*"Watt, p. 101.

S3Watt, p. 102.
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romantic love is satirised in the attraction of these two
for each other:
And were they not perhaps rather drawn, Mrs.
Gorman to Watt, Watt to Mrs. Gorman, she by the
bottle of stout, he by the smell of fish >6
‘In an age obsessed with virility, orgasm and sexual
performance Watt and Mrs. Gorman stand in humourous
cohtrast:
Further than this, it will be. lcarnt with.regret,
-they never went, though more than half inclined
to do so on morc than one occasion. Why was
this? Was 1t the ‘echo murmuring in the 'ir hearts,
in Watt's heart, in Mrs. Gorman's, of past _
passion, anc1ent error, warning them not to sully
not trail, 1n the cloaca of clonic gratification,
a flower so fair, so rare, so sweet, so frail?
It is.not necessary to suppose S0. 'F01 Watt had
~not the strength, and Mrs. Gorman had not tle.
time, 1ndespen51ble to even the most perfunctory
COaleseence :
it would be easy to dismiss'Beckett's treatment of Watt
and Mrs. Gorman s love as obscene and as the product of
‘unnatural dlsgust at normal human relatlonshlps But is
it not .rather a natural reactlon agalnst the excessive
romanticising, idealising of sexual love in our age?
Aren't we witnessing here an examplefof the satirist's
use of extremes in order to attack extremisms in society
in order tO-bring_man backAto,the sensible and civilized

norm. Despair and misery arise because men lose sight of .

Séwatt, p. 141,

w
~

Watt, p. 140. =
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the recality of 1ife and human nature. Thgre can be no
doubt wheén reading (or sceing) the works of Samuel Beckett
“that he has felt deep dcspair himself, however, what I
WOuld wish to cemphasize is that his works go beyond despair
that their humour, howecver grim, marks a surmounting of
despair;_and a rcecognition of the sources of modern ﬁan's
predicament. |

In both Watt and Murphy Beckett degrades man with

his- satirlc caricatures, because he fecls that man in the
twentiethlgeﬁfury'is degraded. Both these novels are alike

R in>having thié common purpose'and-both'haVe absurd, clown
‘heroes engaged 'in a futile quest. Each;hero_strives to reduce
existence té an ordered, rational.pattern énd cach fails
pathctiéally.. Wé should note, however, that the dnti—hefoié
nature of the gcnrejuséd by'BeCkett feﬁuires this. HOweverA~
this failure is pdradoxically a viétory, for life and humanity
againsf the rigid logic of mathematics, againét a mcchanistié
and deterministicvview of the universe. In particular in

Watt we have a:tcnSion betwéen mathematiéal form ahd"
_aesthetic form. 1 am thihking here of the way that this

novel is constructed,around numerous mathematical series,
permutations_of>words'and events. This kind of tension is
bf’coufsc central to litefary crcation (indeed to iife
itself), for do not we talk of a successfullwork,of

literature aS.having life and an unsucéessful work as

'wooden', that is that it lacks aesthetic qualities, that
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it has a rigid obviously patterncd dead form. The userof
secries 1s basic to Watt suggestiné very clearly the futile,
deadening effect of the purely rationalistic approach to
reality, while at the same time it is. an essential\device
used to bring some kind -of order to the chaotic world of
Mr. Knott. This seeming Contradiétion is resolved by the
cathartic fofcc of-laugﬁter. Albert Camus sums up this
situation very succinctly as foliowsf
What I touch, what resists me - that 1s what

I understand. And these two certainties - my

appetite for the absolute and for unity and the

impossibility of reducing this world to a

rational and reasonable principle - I also know

that I cannot reconcile them
Cannot we suggest-that iaughter in some strange way Té;onciles
theﬁ or rathér recoﬁ;iles u5'tb fhis basic teﬁsion in 1ife.
Reason is not throWn out by Becketf, for to doAthis he
wéuld have to 1ay down hils pen as a novelist; but equally he
fefuses to ignorérthe realify and sigﬁificande of Chaos.
Indeed out of the tension between Reason and Chaoé.coméé
Beckett's powerful vision, which for ali the;absgnté‘of
God ceftainly has very strong re1igioﬁs affinities. It
fearlesély recognizes the powér of Chaos and eviivand yet
strives to go beyond the spirituai imbasse of our age.
Beckett is‘trué to the spirit of our age in finding no

casy solutions.



CONCLUSION

We are at the extremity new. However, at -
thé end of this tunnel of darkness, there is
inevitably a light, which we already divine
and for which we only have to fight.to ensure
its coming. “All of us, among the ruins, are
preparing a renaissance beyond the limits of
nihilism. But few of us know it.!?

Within Samuel Beckett's works there is a dominant
note of chaos, of crumbling vélues, meaninglessness, much
indeed that might lead some readers to dismiss them as the
products of an obscene pessimist. Yet this is to ignore
the fact that the author has brought order, shape, form to
" the chaos af experience; for Beckett's works are not form-
less statements of despair but artistic forms within a
very ancient literary traditioﬁ, that of the satirist.
Whilst Beckett's novels offer.no easy solutions to the
dilemmas of modern man they do clearly point to the
sources of .our age's troubles and thc comic clement,
however grim, transcends the note of despaif.] Man's
extreme faith in his capacity to shape and dominate reality,
his sense of his own godlike omnipotence has produced this -
twentleth- century angst. In his worship of the false
'gods' of science and rationalism twenticth=century man

‘has lost sight Of fruth;_of reality; indeed of God. The

'Albert Camus, The Rebel (Penguin Books, 1962), p. 269.
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task of the satirist is to attempt to bring man back to

reality. Man cannot but be unhaﬁpy.if he has false

expectancies of life, if he ignores both his own imper-

fection, and that of the world. If we have idealistic

cxpectancies of love, friendship, the human condition as a

whole we can but déspair. This leads to

the death of

spiritual values and like peevish children we can turn

from the good, the true, and the bcautiful because we are

not perfect.

‘To degrade man, to mock those things he places

the highest value, has always been the_technique of the

satirist. Through the medium of comedy the satirist has

always had the essentially moral concern

of bringing man

back from some obsessive form of behaviour which is

ultimately dangerous to civilized order.
' The.satirist\clearly hés muchbin
man of religion in terms of his ultimate
thére is much in Becketf that rcmindsAus
religious attitude, particularly the way

mocks man's pride.

common with the
aim, and indeed
of traditional

in which-BéCkett

~Unlike the man of religion, however, the satirist

has no dogmas to offer. Perhaps indeed it is with the

religious mystic rather than the church man of religion,

that we should associate Beckett the satirist.. Like the

mystic Beckett has a profound intimation

Qf;the‘human

situation, seen perhaps 'in its simplest terms in respect
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of man's rélationship to vastness of time_ahd spacg, death,
the void. VHc does not, however, reachrthe joyous |
affirmation of the mystic, all the same IAfind somé"
transcendcence o0f meaninglessness, or despair, in Béckett’s
comecdy, it 1is a transcendent aesthetic as opposed to
traﬁséendent religious experience, though perhabs these
catégories are falée,-for cannot - laughter containvspiritual
values;_and indeed belong on fhe‘path;von the way, tévthe
pure joy of religious certainty. AS reiigion can give us
strength_to face the chdos of-life, so-in its own Way
albcit a less profound level Beckett's comic art can give.
strength. There is no eésy - return to God - solutions to
the spiritual crisis ofithé twentieth century as Beckett
sees 1it, h0wevcf his art does not have the static qualityA
of‘despair, but rathér_thé purposive direction of a_reiigious-
quest. It is indeed a dark night‘of the soul that. we find,
" a sense'that Beckett is working in a dérk'and perilous
‘situation; butAthis7is to be expected of a true spiritual

quest, if it has any true value the soul must be risked}
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