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Hockman, Dennis, M:A., May 1999 Eﬁglish
- The Power of Negati_vity in the 'Wastellands

T of T. S Eliot and Samuel Beckett: A Study of A_béence

in The Waste Land and Enagame (76 pp.)

Chair: Dr. Bob Baker ,?M&

‘The role of absence in literature was the dominant preoccupation of this essay.

. In both The Waste Land and Endgame a devastated, wasted, meaningless world is
presented. Absence becomes-a primary theme. In The Waste Land Eliot explores
the absence of meaningful social and spiritual models in modern society, and
presents a quest that searches for some type of renewal or redemption. Beckett
furthers this exploration in Endgame where he presents a world that is marked by
an extreme emptiness. Even a hope for possible renewal has disappeared. The
theoretical works of Maurice Blanchot, especially The Writing of the Disaster,
also explore absence. It is the goal of this essay to prove that the ways these three
writers evoke absence, by making it a presence, can be seen as a presentation of a
new hope, one that does not emanate from a faith in some god but rather comes
from facing the absence of the salvific without despair.

Although Blanchot is a peculiar thinker, a sort of negatlve/secularlzed
theologian, drawing on his theory, and taking it against the grain of his own
preoccupation, helps to elucidate the hopeful absences in The Waste Land and
Endgame. In Eliot’s poem he recalls cultural, literary, and spiritual models from -
the past as solutions to the “death-in-life” situation he perceives in the present. In
doing so, though, he also opens upjthe possibility of hope in “nothingness.”
Beckett addresses a similar “death-in-life” situation, but his world is even more
bleak. An overriding absence pervades. The only thing possible in the world of
Endgame is stagnancy and uncertainty. - According to the interpretation of
Blanchot provided in the essay, facing the devastated situation is the only way of
creating a new sense of hope. Both of these texts invite the reader to confront a
. reality that is meaningless, in which the p0551b111ty for redemption is absent.” The
Waste Land and Endgame jolt the reader out of complacency. Once we can face -
the universe free from the illusion of redemptlve forces, we can create renewal
and hope for ourselves

ii



The Power of Negativity in the Waste Lands
of T. S. Eliot and Samuel Beckett:
A Study of Absence‘in, The Waste Land and Endgame

1. ‘Introduction
T. S. Eliot’s The Waste Land and Samuel Beckett’s Endgame can be
~ considered two of the most important if not most influential literary works of the
twemieth century. They have also generated a considerable amount of criticism
and interpretation which began soon after their respective publications in'.19'22
and 1958." This criticis;ﬁl contihues steadily into the present, making it difficult to’
say anything wholly new éﬁout either work. »A'lthough much has been written
about these two texts, they continue to resonate for the contemporary reader. The
Waste Land, in addition to being an exemplary_ “high modernist” poem, preSents a
hlanfdscapﬂe which remains emblematic of the human need for some redempt’ivg
quality in the untverse. ‘The grim uﬁiversp cast on the stage of BecKett continues
to gain power as it presents audiences with an intensifiéd_ sense of théir reality .
In nﬁany ways The Waste Lahdv and Endgame are quite similar. Each
depicts'what’ Martin Esslin in his book The Theater of the Absurd refers to as a
- “situation of being.” Eliot’s and Beckett’s “éituations” are in'many ways the
-same. Each presents a world thiat has been laid to waste. The Waste Land
precedes Endgame both historically and in the extremity of desolation. Eliot;s

world has been physically devastated by the horrors of the First World War.
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| individlials are dislocated from relationship and spiritual connection. In Endgame
Béék‘gtt. illustrates a world'?;hat is even mére deteriorated than that of The Waste
Land. In this play, everything, including the most basic elements of life, is
»marked‘ by a _pervasive absence. ‘In my exploration of each text, I will conqentfate
on tiie main themes. related to aEsence, iné]uding the concept of “awaiting” in a; '
world of absence, thé absent-relationships presented in that world, and the ways-in ,
which language itself Qomes to evoke a sense of absence. These ai)sences lead to
a world in which “earthly” hope in general is absent.
Alth;)_ugh Eliot and Beckétt'present nightmarish worlds where tfaditidnal
hopes are futile, both suggest the possibility that a hope may exiét. The Waste
~ Land becomes a sort of search for-that hope With fragments of poséibility
interwoven throughout the poem. In Béckett ml;ch less possibility, much less
hope is provided. The project of writing itself, though, should be cbnsidered the
- most profound ’ho;v)e.created by either of these texts. Both explore the devastation
man has wreéked upon man in order to jolt the reader into a sense of éwareness.
While Eliot seems to want thivs acknowledgment to create some sort of change iq
the way society funcfions, Becke’tt'preéents his reality so that through:
acknowledgment his readers might stop searching for meaning rbeyond themselves
-- both seem to oblige human recognition.
This paper will attempt to account for the extreme absencés in each text by
fifst exploring a few of me more fypical readings in order to go beyond them into

a discussion of aspects of the works which are often slighted by the more



convcntional attempts to mgke meaning. T will frequently draw on the tt;eore'tical
writings of Mau-ri,ce Blanchot to helb elucidate aspects of Endgame ;md The Waste
Land that deal specifically vﬁth the abserices evoked by":each text. Absences in .
these two.wbrks, ‘and often in art in general, struggle toward ilhistra_ting
sométhing positive ;in.the néga_tive,- thus providing a new way of making meariihg.
. While The Waste Land and Endgame both seem to explorvev the_.'positive, glimmer§
of hopé .‘in a dead world, thé theoretical work of Blanchot seems 1o block any
vposs'ibility of hope for renéwal or réde_mpﬁoh. His work becomes an in—depth
'analys‘is of the operations of literature and humvankind.where hope cannot exist.
Acéording to my reading of Blarﬁ;hot, though, thi.svexplo.raltion is exactly. the
genesis éf a new sense of h’ope,v a hbpe that hinges on the freedom and
'possibilifies created when one realize§ that traditional structures of hope do noi
exis‘t. For thls reason I believe that while his concerns are far different from
Eliot’s, and even _someWhat bleaker than those of Beckett, Blanchot presents a
way of confrontihg reality that can lead to a rergnition bf abséﬁée itself which
illuminates the once hidde’n images of pdssibility that permeate‘the world we |
perceive. |
I read Bllanchot‘as close to Essiin in his notion‘s'concerning 'ou;
confronting a meaningless, uncertain universe. In our recognition of absurdity,
humanify is éhocked out of an existence that has become trité, mechaniéal,
‘ cornplacént, and deprived of the dignity that comes of fawarenéss’-"(Esslin 291).

This awareness creates a type of secularized spiritué_ility'in which we search for the



ineffable; and are instiliedagainl@ith “a lost sense of cosmic wopder” (Esslin
'291). In this way Eliot, Beckett, aﬁd Blanchot all s'cerh to be présentin_g
ifnpressions of reality in their texts that shock the reader out of complacency and
create again ‘the wonder, ‘the awe which ihspired humankind to creafe religion in
the first place -- to create a sense of hope. So whilé Blanchot dwells in a universe
goverﬁed by negativity and paradox, he can be read against the grain of his own
préoccupations by realizing that facing'the negative and'paradoxical nature of
reality creates a space, however sﬁlall and inaccess.ible, for a glimmer of hope.
The extreme erhptjing effects of The Was’te land and Endgéme can jolt ;hejreader.
into an awareness .th‘at the experience of absence»is akin to experiencing the
sublime. The_éxistence of absences in th¢ universe opens again the wonder tﬁat
- religion prpvides fér_ those who do not accept the “death of God.” : Paradoxically,
this wonder is created by the absence of the salvific. The wonderment created by
sheer nothinghéss is sinﬁlar to the awe inspired by faith in a God we cannot
possibly uhderstai‘ld.v |
_ II. The Waste Land

Sevemy-ﬂve years after its 'publication, T he Was;e Land continqgs to
safisfy th¢ modernist battle cry: “Make It New.” One of the marks of this
newness, v&;hich 1s crucial to a contemporary read,ing'of The Was{e Landf is typical
of the modern arts in general and can be described ina word -- absence. Both‘)‘
thematically and formally, absence seems to bécome a sort of project for the

modernists. My explofation of absence is related to Lionell TriIlirig’s view of



rnodérn Ii;erature. He locates_within tne modern framework‘ an ir'npu_lse'to
question ourselves about what is missing or absent from our lives: He is
convinced that “no other literature nas B_éen as shockingly personal .-. .” and tnat
modérnist literature “. . . asks every question that 1s forbiciden in polite snéiety.' It
asks us if we are content witn our »marriéges, with our daily lives, with our
professional 1ives - . it asks us if we are content with ourselves” (Triliing 64).'

, The questions posed by texts_such as The Waste Lénd compel the reader’s
atie_ntion to turn toward the self. It is hard to imagine readers Wno could p;event ,'
themselves from reflecting on their rornantic or interpersonal relationshipé after -
4encounter'in'g Eliot’s typist home at tea time and the young man carbuncular.
Likewise, I doubt'rnany readers are abie to avoid some amount of self-inspection
when El.iot offers to show them “fear in a handful of dust. " Not only Eliot, but
~n10dernist literature for the first time in any significant way, has asked- society to .
take an objective look at its own “heart of darkness.” The Romantic Quest inward
has been;upen(.jled. The quest is no longer one that seems to lead toward renewal,
self-understanding or the sublime, but rather towgrd an understanding of the
complicity' of society as a whole in the horrors of the world or at least a

' reg:ognition of their existence.

The Waste Land does not trace the quest of one specific personage,. rather

the pdem itself becomes the qnest. But despite this metamorphosis, The Waste

! Generally my use of parenthetical notation is standard except when I refer to The Waste Land,
The Bible, or Shakespeare -- in these instances the numerals correspond to line numbers, verses,
or Act, Scene, Line respectively. '



Land dqes, after all, remain essentially a poem:that‘re,'lies on the concept of a

- questf Before I specifically address my concerns with the role of .abscrice, it is
‘important to Aacl.(n(.)wle'dge a more traditional reéding of the poem. The
significance of What I am calling absence in The Waste Land can only be properly
understo'_od if we cohsider Eliot’s preoccupations, and attempt to comprehend
what would seem to be his intentions for the project. The quest enacted by The
Waste and is one that seeks to move from a crisis toward a recévery. The 'poemv‘
is also highly elegiac; the present is meaningless and the past provides the only
resources stsibile for making meaning out of the hdrrors of the world around us.

Embracing the past, relying on it to provide meaningful structures of life, is Aone

way of moving from crisis toward recovery. It is interesting to reflect on the -
paradox that Baudelaire detects in such a project. In The Painter of Modern Life, -

he writes:

By ‘modernity’ I mean the ephemeral, the fugitive, the
contingent, the half of art whose other half is the eternal
and the immutable. . . . This transitory, fugitive element,

- whose metamorphoses are so rapid, must on no account be
despised or dispensed with. By neglecting it, you cannot
fail to tumble into the abyss of an abstract and
indeterminate beauty, like that of the first woman before
the fall of man. . . . In short, for any ‘modernity’ to be
worthy of one day taking its place as ‘antiquity’, it is

" necessary for the mysterious beauty which human life
accidentally puts.into it to be distilled from it. . . . Woe to
him who studies the antique for anything else but pure art,
logic, and general method! By steeping himself too
thoroughly in it, he will lose all memory of the present: he
will renounce his rights and privileges offered by
circumstance -- for almost all our originality comes from
the seal which Time imprints on our sensations. (Baudelaire
13-14) '



Baudelaire addresses the importance of modernity’s recognition of the past but
also the dangers of becoming absorbed by the past. This is _par; of Eliot’s'
ciilemrna -- within the past he detects structures of mea‘ﬁing now lost that may
h¢1p to renew the modern waste land,'but he realizes that a poem that does not

: aiéo address contemporary concerns risks the pOsSibility of being erased from the
present.

Elio}t attempts to maké meaning and create uhfty by éOncatenating
fragments of the past and the present. The poem is pr‘eo;cupied with past literary
and cultural figures, attcﬁlpting to present their importance in creatingl'me‘ani.ng in 1
;he present and for the future. Critics often concentrate on locating unifying
.principles of ih The Waste Lz'md,b including, for e’xa_rn'ple_, the mythopoetic quest,
th; allusiyeness, and the orchestration of fragmeﬁted materials and speakers. .Each
of these approaches benefits any reader attempting to make sense of The Waste
Land.

One of the first Aaspects of the poem that should strike the reader ié the
poem’s overriding concern with loss. Through its allusiveness the pdem
juxtaposes meaningful structures of the past with images of the present that evoke
a dead land inhabited by hollow beings. In this sense; The Waste Land feels
el»fcgia_c., The prigcip)e themes of the poem generally evoke the absence of any
genuine connection between the individual and the wc'njld outside the self.
Meaningful connections betweeh the ihdividual and the other, the individual and-

nature, and the individual and the spiritual are absent from life. The poem mourns
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these losses and meditates on specific examples of each. The Waste Land also
attempts to provide some solution to tﬁis loss. The gafh’ering of disparate
elements --allusions to a fneaningful past - suggéststhgt the material for réhewal
surrounds us, if only we had enoﬁgh sense to acknowledge it.? ‘The strategy of
the poem, ‘then, is to proceed as a sort of quest through the fragmeﬁts of a wasté
land. These fragments'include both the promise of possibility and ‘star,k examples
of lives emptied of meaning.

Despite Eliot’s devastatingly bleék representation of the world, the
common impulse is to read this poem with a measuré of hope. If the poérﬁ’é
strategy is to proceed as a kind of quest, a journey from crisis to recovery, it
seems, according to many interpretations , that Eliét has attained some level of
A success. In Part I of the poem, . “Burial of the Dead,” the reader immediately-
~ confronts the waste land. The lives presented and the images unfolded speak of
the lqss of possibility for renewal. The sources of re{hewél no longer eXist or are
uﬂable to be found; even spring, the universal symbol of 'regrthh and
regeneration, has ‘become cruel. “April is the cruelest month,” because it mixes
merriory and desire (WL 1-3). In the ﬁfst few lines of the poem Eliot unfavorably
introduces the concepts of inemory and desire. - As the poem will go on to

illustrate, memory only allows one to recall a lost past' that was once meaningful,

and desire itself is improper because it impels us toward unprocreative,

? In this sense Eliot seems to align his “solution” to the problems facing humankind distinctly to
the notion of a Messiah. The possibility for redemption/salvation is always there, it is simply the
individual’s responsibility to acknowledge such possibility. Later, we will see how Blanchot
twists this concept to create a sense that salvation is impossible.
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meaningless relationships. Winter, on the other pand, is lovokeclvupon favorably--it
“‘kvept us warm” and covered “the earth in forgetfpl SNOW » (WL 5-6). Thc:
common perceptions of reality have been ipverted.' Up()n’ entering the text, the
‘teader is'entefing a world where the tools by wh.ich meaning has. typipaily been |
created are no longer useful. The rest of the poem becomes an exploration of this
\IVOrld‘ én_d a search for new tools, new methods of makihg meaning or providing
rcdemption in a dead land. |
“In this way the search becomes a kind of Mythopoétic Quest. In the notes
to the poem Eliot informs the reader that ° not only the title, but the plan and a
good deal of the incidental symbolism of the poem were suggested by Miss Jessie
L. Weston’s book on the Grail leggnd: Frbm Ritual to Rorﬁance”, &Eliot 68).
Exploring this anthiopological work, ope discovers that much of The Waste Land
| is_based loosely 'oﬂ the legpnd of the Fisher King. Many critics locate the -
meanihg' of the poem within this legend.? :ThéFisher»King has been wounded; he
is dying. In the legend, the king is closely associated with the land--his prosperity |
becomes the land’s prosperity, and his ‘misfo’rtu’ne, likewisé, becorhes the land’s
misfprtune. Because he is wounded and dying the land becomes a sterile and dry
wasteland. | The purpose of the resplting quest is'to heal the king, thereby
_renewing the land -- moving from a spate of social crisis to a state of sqéial-
recovery. Eliot allusively recalls this legend and relates it directly to his

perceptiqns of the contemporary world. ‘Althou‘ghpthe poem is inhabited by many

? In Cleanth Brooks’ essay “The Waste Land: The Critique of Myth,” he explores thig
mythopoenc quest which serves to help unite the poem.
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characters and perspecvtives, it 1s important to loollgat the Fisher King as an
alleg_ory for humanity. Many of the ‘c-h'arac‘:ters presented in the poem are not
“‘part” of the quest, rather they become stage props which demonstrate the crisis of |
modern times. The poem, thus, presents at once the crisis and tﬁe quest. Ina ‘
‘mythopéetic reading the themes evoked become quité importgnt, 6oth as t}.l'eyl
relate to the myth and as an additional way of providing unity. The themes of -
dryness, sterility, lack of Trécognition, lovelessness, the decline in spirituality, all
lead to a. sort of “death-in-life” situation that the fractured “quest” of the poem
attempts to resolve.

The second and third sections, “A Game of Chess” and “The Eire
Sermon, ”"address the situation of the poefn more specifically. If the first section
ge}leralizes about the wasteland and_the absence of possibilities for renew’ai, the
following two sections present specific c;jntexts. Eliot reveals a society plagi;ed
by people’s inability to connect or formulate rr;eaningful relationships with one
another. Part II and Part III of The Waste Land explore the failures of
| interpersonal connection énd the décay of romantig love_ into é routine based on
nothing more than lust, sex unaccompanied by cornrm_mion or concern.

In “A Game of Chess,” 'Eli(-)tl depicts two scenes of decayed relétionships‘,
relationships of artifice which are more easily'compared to the pieces on a chesé
board than to actual péople. “The pieces mimic a social hierarchy from ‘The
Chair she sat in; .like a bufnished throne,’ to ‘Gobhight Bill. Goonight Lou.

Goonight May. Goonight.” Tt is a silent unnerving warfare”. (Kenrer, Invisible
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Poer 152). The first depictidn, which portrays.the upper-c]a'ssv,‘relies heavily on .
allugions tq Antony and Cleopatra, the rape of Philomel, a;ld Ezekiel's valley of
dry bbne’; . These three main allusions create a thematic descent from the
grandeur of Cleopatra, through the rape of Philomel, and finally to the recognition
that “we are in rat’s alley / Where the deéd men lost their bones™ (WL 115-16).
This thematic descent falls from' the past into the present.

By presenting a wasteland’i'n which contemporary figures as well as |
characters ffom The Bible, history, and Shakespeare exist simultaneously on the
~same plane, Eliot depicts a wbrld which is unified by disparéte Subject matter. In
addiﬁdn to 'providir.ig ;ﬁe poem with thematic unity, the allusions to myth,
1iter.at'ure’, aﬁd history in the i)assage I just introduced create a sensé of universality
by allowing t_he poem to exist on several planes of experience, suggesting
iikenesses. betwéén various was}télands‘4 In sections two and three, Eliot .
predominantly explores the personal and chial wastelands,‘but by the end of the
poem the wasteland becomes rnythic; »By allowing numerous wastelands to
collide in The Waste Land, the poem seems to suggest that the chaos of -the
. modern dilemma caﬁ be unified.

In addition to evoking inultiple times and situations, the scene presenting
the wealthy couple also presents a realistic description of a modern dile@a.
When the actual‘ characters appear, after a llong descriptive passage in which

nothing takes place, Eliot represents a relationship in which connection is absent

¢ For a reading of the poem as an attempt to unite the disparate elements of life, see Matthiessen.

J
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even on the verbal level; the dialogue betwéén the two is filled with non sequiturs
and improper responses. ‘The second scene in the section depicts the failure of
romance ih lower class relationships and is punctuated throughout with the
bartgndér’s portentoué reminder, “Hurry up please it’s time.” Marriage has
becc}me_aq institut‘ion where love often does not exist, ¢hildr¢h are unwanted
problems, and phyéical relations are wholly void of meanihg.

“The Fire Sermon” continues to _expldre the idea of mganingless, lqveless, _
non-procreative,' andr-non—consensﬁal sex. - Tvires;iz‘is, the‘blind ‘séer, who has '
experienced life as both man and_ woman, is.introduced as the pqem’.s,'“speaker”
for the first time. Hc bears witness to the failure of the romaﬁtic ané sexual
relationships he observes. Tiresias revisits the rape .df Philomel “So rudely
forced” (WL 205), disapproves pf homoséxuaﬁity, corhpares humanity fo a
- ‘machiné, describes the act of sex-a_s‘ mechanistic, meaningless, and mundane.
After this portrayal-of the failures of human connection, Part IV, “Death
By Watef, ” asks us to think on our death. The poem oblziges tﬁe, reader to consider
~Phlebas th_é drowned Phoeniciaﬁ sailor “who Waé dﬁce handsome and tall as you”
(WL 321).

Thé final section, ‘.‘What the Thunder Said,” _is the 'most traditionally
‘quest—like moveme-nf ‘in The Waste Land. 'Thc possibility of a heroic figure that
pursues an objective, in this case rene\}valior redémbtion, is most evident in “What
- thg Thunder Said.” Coﬁtemporary London and Europé f‘adel and are replaced‘ by a

qhasi—mythic wasteland in which one could imagine a Christian Pilgrim' ora



15

Percival wandering. The layering of worlds and fimes becomes most prevalent as
the reader, entéring the wasteland in search of water, is confrbnted with images
and themes derived frqm distinctly religious models. When theA distant thunder
turns into “a damp g'ust / Bringing rain” (WL 394-95), a list of imperatives from
thé Upanishads unfolds. The hope, whichseems to be a direct result of the rain,
manifests itself in a suggestibn to “give, sympathize, control” (Eliot’s note to lines .
402, 412, and 419). ’The imperatives beco%né a sort of prescription for
redemption. These injunctions, it would seem, become part of the hope for
renewal. By following this advice, hurrianity might be able to escape the

wasteland in which it lives..:

In the end, thoiigh, the Fi_sher King is dying. - He and the land have not
moved from crisis to reéovery-. In the Part V humanity has glimpsed a vision of
the possibility of hope. But just as quickly as that hépe haél arrived, syrhbplized
by a flash of lightihg and a-damp gust b'riné;ing rain, it has disappeared. The
image.we are left witfx s ﬁnged with onlyl a whisper of hope. The dying 'k.ing sits
on the shore with an arid plain behind him, fishing. In this act he remains
s"oméwhat’hopeful -- he continues to fish. But he also realizes that “London
Bridge is falling d§Wn”(W/L 427). In the last lines of the poem Eliot breaks from
the more traditional movement that has beéﬁ 'explored in the final section and
returns to a fragmentary collage that neutralizes the redemption on which the-

boem seems to verge. The poem does not provide a sense of renewal but rather

?
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presents the possibi'lity‘that hope for renewal exists within the past, wvithin the
 fragments Eliot has “shored against [his] ruins.”

The gathering Of fragments is one of the most prominent elements of the .
poem. Many critics, ;uch as F. R. Leavis, strive to find unity in t_he poeﬁ by
_reconciling the fragmen'ts'. Using the fragmented nature of the poem to create
meaning helps develop ah understanding of the poem.’s erudite disjointedness tha.t‘
has frustrated many readers. According to Leavis, the disparate allusions to
anthropology, Greek Mythology, Dante, Shakespeare, Baudeiaire,' Chaucer, The
Upanishads and the ijle, among others, should give readers a sense not only of*
Eliot’s project, but also of the poem’s meaning. Hope for renewal lies in an
understanding that the past is not irrecoverable; it may exist within the present.

If We concentrate on the poem as chiefly quest-like rathe.r than an elegiac
investigation of the dead past, ‘T he Waste -Land has a way of suppreésing the
concept of time. The quest in th¢ poem is fragmented and exists on multiple
planes and times. The pqerﬁ itself is the quest gnd also part of the answer; the |
exploration itsélf of the p;oblems \one is faced with is, in a sense, the glimmer of
possibility. In discussing.this concept in relation to Eliot,-Michael Edwérds
writes:

The view begins in a perception of disorder, to which Eliot
added a Flaubertian dismay-at the plethora of books and
histories and ways of seeing which a late civilization has
accumulated, and also a strong feeling for classical security.
This produced the belief that art, by making an order
suggests an order in the world; it invites one to discover the
order which is already there if only one could see it. Yet

that order must surely be, not a pattern of fixities, not the
eternal harmony which remains when everything accidental
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has been shaken out, but a dynamic, and a dynamic which
knows no such hierarchy. The surmise which best takes
account of this, as far as I can see, . . . is the,th‘at the
concern of art is not order but possibility, and that it
contrives possibility all the way along, down to the least
significant detail, '
Writing rewrites the world in the interest of hope.
(134).
The Waste Land is a queét for this hope. The traditional reading I've summarized
. \
here works toward finding a unity, because in unity lies hope, because in harmony
lies redemption.
While it is an important step, the attempt to find a unified meaning in The
Waste Land tends to ignore the most striking aspect of the poem. Granted, Eliot’s
initial draft, entitled “He Do the Police in Different Voices,” was much a more
narratively unified poem than Pound’s revision \:vh‘ich'closel'y resembles The
Waste Land we are familiar with today, but even the original title suggested that
the poem would be fragmented, ventriloquistic, and multi-voiced. Pound pushed
Eliot’s impulse toward the fragmentary, urging him to make the poem even less
traditionally .unified than the early draft already was. The sheer strangeness and
the radically disjunctive nature of the poem, which Pound encouraged with his
- revisions, dissolve when critics attempt to unify the poem. By organizing the
fragments, the fragmentary nature of the poem vanishes. Although the poem does
project a thematic unity, it remains a disjunctive collection of voices and images
from the present and the past: The more traditional readings impose unity on The

Waste Land by tracing thematic patterns or allusions . No one claims that the

* poem is unified in any traditional sense; rather they claim that it presents a new
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unity, a unity that is rooted in disjunction, an absence of traditional structure and
preseﬁtation. But while these disjunctions are recognized, they are not addresséd
as the most significant aspec;t of the pdem. ‘

I believe that a contemporary reading Qf the poem should foregrouhd the
disjunctiVé nature of 7| he‘. Wast¢ Land, considerin_g both the.motivations and the"
effects of this disjunction.' If thé form and technique of this poem do not _become
of utmost importance to an ﬁﬂderstanding of his project, _E}iot easily coulci have
stayed with the more traditional draft he showed to _Po.u_nd._ If demonstrating the
fragmentary nature of the world were not highly signifiéant, the poem just as well
could have been lingarly organized, wit_h a sihgle speakef, in straight iambic;

pentameter. ‘Th,e initially off-puttihg ahd confusing disj‘linvc':tions and fragfnents
that scatter themSelQes'across y hé Waste Land create 'gaps, silences, and absences
within the text that parallel the gaps, silences, and absences characteriétic of the
world Eliot surveys. Drawing on the theories of Maﬁricg Blanchot to explore the
concepts of the fragmentary and absence more deeply, both textually and
contextually, I will demonstrate the ways in which absence can be additive, a
reinforcement of a hope in thg' possibility of renewal.”

‘As I have suggested, a main concern of The Waste Land revolves around
the need for renewal in the waste of modern life as Eliot conceives it. The Fisher
King (humanity) i.s, according to Eliot, in a dahger of metaphorical death; in fact,
most of the personages introduced in the poem plod through a “death-in-life”

existence. It has been said of Eliot’s poetry that his personae “sit and wait "
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»withqut hope of redemption” and that “the personal need for deliverance .. . is
only partially relieved throﬁgh the depersonalizing ritual of art. It exhibits the
capacity fog partial Adetachmerit, a cépacity that tprned passion into poetry but
| failed to redeem the mgn” (Schwartz 207). 1 believe that Schwértz’s assertion
here is quite Valid. Loéking specifically at The Waste Land in light of this qUote,,
leads one to recogqize'absence as the poém’s main theme. The absence of “that
which once was” evidences the failures of hﬁi_nankind. : Nothing exists in the
wasteland of the early iwen_t‘ieth century: Sex is .meaningless, without love or
hope of procreation; daily life has become routine. Absence becomes such an
important theme .in the poem that it becomes ;hé poem’s subject. ‘Blanéhot
‘maintains,

When the subject becomes absence, the absence of a

subject, or dying as subject, subverts the"whole sequence of

existence, causes time to take leave of its order, opens life '

to passivity, exposing it to the unknown, to the stranger.

(Disaster 29)
This i&ea is related to the concept that} The Waste Land exists on diffefent levels
and at different times ‘si'multanébusly.. As the poem 'becomes more and more -
concerned With dying, the need for redemption to prevent that dying, and the
absence:or loss Qf .t-hat possibility, the sequence of existence is subverted, Elibt
o usesba fragmentéry writing to subvert the sequence of existénce, and the sUbject
'rﬁatt¢r itself reinforces this tactic, causingl time to take leave of its order.

Absence, then, is not merely a primary concern, theme, or subject of the poem; it

is an active agent in carrying out the project of The Waste Land. Not only is
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absence the subject.of this poem,-it becomes, in this sense, one of its main
characters. I find a comment of Blanchot’s on Mallarme appropriate to Eliot as
well: “\‘In absence he grasped a presence, a strength still persisting, as if in
nothingnesé there' were a s»tl.fange ‘power of affirmation” (Space 109).

In The Waste Land “what is not” becomes mbre important than what 1s
which can Become,' strangely, an ‘a_ff‘irma'tion of absence. Although Eliot does notl
seém tb have intended any affirmaﬁon of absence, the weight that “what is not”
bears is so sigﬁificant 1 feel that a full reading of the poem requires an
appreciation of the meanings that can be derived frqm deliberate-absences.
Among th¢ pbem’s absences are these: no shelter, no relief, no sound of water
(23—24), inability. to speak, failing eyes, knowing nothing, silence (38-40), blank
- tarot cards, inabilify to see and find (53-54), lidless eyes (138), non-consensual
sex (205), non-reproductive sex (213—14), meaningless sex that encounters no
defense, vanjty'that_ requiré‘s no response (240-41), an unlit stairway (248), a
fishless river (276-77), absehce of connection (301-02), no expectations (304-05),
no wéter, nd ‘Water, no water, not even solitude (331-43), no end to the landscape
(370), and no center.

Absence is also evoked by the fragmentary nature of the poem itself. The
spéaker of the poem changes from section to section and even within sections.
The spaces that exi‘st between speakers can be viewed as gaps or,blralnks in the text
-a speékerlgss void, if you will, w‘here the.reader is invited to ,a-lscribe meaning to

the presence of absence. What do.we make of Eliot as “He do the poiic_e in
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different voices,” frequently changing or fusigg‘ speakers? lBut not only do the
‘speakers changé, they often disappear corﬁpletély. At times the reader is unsure
W_hich speaker is respdnsible for the telling. Not only does Eliot himself seem to
disappear from the poem, but evidence of any specific central speaker'disappears
as weil.

Althbugh in one of his notes to the poem Eliot himself céntends that
Tirgsias éa_n be“viewed aé the central figure, this idea seems like a co.nvenient.
afterthought to me, a way to impose a‘type of unify on the poem that does not in
actuality exist. Tiresias, being eternal and privy to the -_experiences' of bbth fpan :
| and woman, would seem to be logical meeting of the many voices in The Wa&te
La'naf, but often there is no concrete textual evidence that any specific persona is
speaking. The gaps between speakers and th¢ frequently (con)fused speaker then
lead.absence to beCom¢ meaningful in that the lapk of a central speaker becomes
emblematic of the absence of 'significant or guthorifative voicé in the early
twentieth c:entury‘.5

Blanchot charac/tlerizes fragmentary writing in a way that relates
specifically to the primary concerns of The Waste Lard and thé multiple voices
that _fragment the poem. In The Wr‘*iting bf .the Disaster, Blanchot writes:-

The interruption of the incessant: this is the distinguishing
characteristic-of fragmentary writing: Interruption’s having
somehow the same meaning as that which does not cease.

-Both are effects of passivity. Where power does not reign .
. . there, dying is living. There dying is the passivity of life. -

> While nothing I've read specifically addresses the absence of a central speaker as meaningful,
this way of understanding the fragmentary texture of the poem, its ventriloquistic tendencies, is
commonplace and most likely began with Eliot’s own sense of his project.



- of life escaped from itself and confounded with the
disaster of time without present which we endure by
waiting, by awaiting a misfortune which is not still to
come, but which has always already come upon us and
which cannot be present. In this sense, the future and the
past come to the same, since both are without present. So it
is that men who are destroyed (destroyed without '
destruction) are as though incapable of appearing and
invisible even when one see them.- And if they speak it is-
with the voice of others. (Disaster 21-22)
The voices and structures of the past which fragment Eliot’s poem interrupt the
incessant movement of process and time which itself is constantly repeatable on
the space of the page. The fragments from various times, cultures, and systems of
‘belief speak to the notion according to which the poem may exist in the past and
future simultaneously. Furthermore the (con)fusion of the speakers and the lack .
“of an authoritative voice evidence a space where a single power does not reign.
Accdrding to Blanchot, in this space dying is living. ‘In the poem the personae
-experience a “death-in-life” because life exists without meaning. They live by
- “awaiting a misfortune which is still not to come, but which has always already
‘come upon us and which cannot be present.” We see this in thé crowd that flows
over London Bridge who have been undone by death -- they' are both already dead
and waiting for death. The first couple in “A Game of Chess” is also awaiting
death, “waiting for a knock upon the door”(WL 56). The poem itself is waiting --
for rain and for redémption. To relate the poem in general to the last lines of this

quotation we can see Eliot as the voice that speaks the fragments which he either

perceives or remembers into being. But we never hear Eliot’s own voice, for it



comes through the masks of multiple personae; he is incapable of appearing, and
would be_invisible even were one to see him.

By absenting himself ,frqm the poem, Eliot illustrates that language is
ma;kéd by an absence of true connectiqn or communication. In a sense, he 1s not
writing the poem merely in order to communicate his views, rather he is
orchestrating the persQnae in order to present a situation. This situation is one in
which we can understand some 6f others, but oftenvtheir actual meanings are
negated when we impose our own i_nterprgtations Or meanings. This
misconnection is evoked in “The Fire Sermoﬁ, " after the long description of the
room turns to a transcript_iop of the dialogue between the two péople who inhabit
the room: |

‘My nerves are bad to-night. Yes, bad. Stay with me.
‘Speak to me. Why do you never speak. Speak. ‘
‘What are you thinking of? What thinking? What?

“I never Know what you are thinking. Think.

I think we are in rats’ alley
- Where the dead men lost their bones.

‘What is that noise?’
' The wind under the door.
‘What is that noise now? What is the wind doing?’
Nothing again nothing.

: ‘Do
“You know nothing? Do you see nothing? Do you remem-
ber ‘ g
‘Nothing?’
I remember

‘Those dre pearls that were his eyes.
‘Are you alive or not? Is there nothing in your head?’
' ' (WL 111-26)



24

The most obvious form of absence here is th¢ absence of any. genuine rclgt‘iohship
_betweén characters. The female speaker begins, “My nerves are bad té—night. ..
| Stay with me,” and the man she .is addressing rf:fus,es to respond; intefpersonal
communmnication has ceased. When she demands that he “Th{ink,” he responds '
stfangely with desperatioﬁ and disregard of her needs:"“"I_think we are in rats’
alley.” The conversation then descends into a deéper recognition of absence
itsel_f. As svhe continue's.to_q.hestion hir_n -- “what is that noise?” and “what :is the.

»

wind doing?” -- his response is, “Nothing again nothing.” His c'omprehension'of
the world is absent. -

When the woman, frustrated with.his non-recognition, probes_further'and :
asks what he knows,‘rﬁees, and remembers, the response: ig again qﬁite" cryptic: “I
remember / Those were pearls that were his eyes. ” This statement echoes ‘;A'riel’s :
song” in 1} he Tempest. She attempts to console Ferdinand as he contg:rﬁplates his
father’s death. “Full Fathom five thy father lies; / Of his bones are coral made;
Those are pearls that were his e);es.” (The Tempest 1, ii, 397;99)‘. ‘Ariel suggests
th.vat dééth is only a trans.formation,' that all things are connected and that
Ferdinand’s father lives on as coral and pearls. In this scene of misconception thé
-~ consolation fails. These people cannot even connect with one ano;her, let alone
uﬁderstand the inter—relatedness of all fhings.

At the heig_ht‘o‘f her frustration the female speaker presses more questions:

“What shall we do tomorrow? / ‘What shall we ever do?” The answer speaks of

the absence of meaning and purpose in the lives of these two. Even the tone of
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the following lines suggests a profound indifference.v Imagine the speaker of these

~

lines sighing:

. - The hot wnter at ten

And if it rains, a closed car at four. . ‘

And we shall play a game of chess, .

Pressing lidless eyes and waiting for a knock upon the door.

' (WL 135-38)
Life itself is ahsent of meaning, reduced to a series of rituals by which we
| structure our days -- tea, a taxi ride if it rains, a garne‘which.will prevent us from
having to rish,genuine relationship, and finally z; dull recognition of the concept
that life is a period spent awaiting ,death.6
This, idea of misconnection is perhaps best treated-, though, in a sudden

moment of tension that forces itself into language, f‘I can connect ,/‘ Nothing with
Nothing”. (WL 501-302)( While it is not my'»intention to hang the cruii of my
argument on a single phrase, I think that these lines in particular are perhaps the
most obvious instance of my contention. It is important to put pressure on this
ambiguous language to determine its various meanings and how they add
thematicaliy anci technically to The Wct&te Land’s project. The most obvious
interpretation would be‘ “I'can’t make anything connect.” A second interpretation
;vould be “I can see similarities between the dif_ferent types of nothing.” 'Yet a
third w'a')A/ of looking at these'v lines would be “I can’t connect any specific thing

with the concept of nothing.”. I find the fourth interpr’etation to be the most

interesting and powerful. Undefstanding the reasons that this may be perhaps the

° The concept of awaiting will be discussed at length later when I address Beckett.
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most convincing relies on close scrﬁtinyA of line break. The first state.ment is
positive-- “I can con_nc;ct’,’ (my italics). For the first time in the poem it seems
that a solution to the meaningless, inﬁamionious, disconnected, spiritual
wa'stélénd 1s given.v The speaker of these lines has made a connection.
Connections between the self and other fail, conneétions between the self and
landscape faii, even connections between the self and history or that which ﬁeld
meaning in the 'past are incomplete, but a very real connection is understood
between abSence and absence. Hence the resultant ha}_f 6f the aphorism, “Nothing
with nothing” (iny italics). The second line contains implications of two specific
entities bopnd by a relationship with one another. Therefore, we mighi read the
lines according to this fourth interpretation as: “Il find meaning and connection
-between one ‘meaniﬁgful nothing” and another ‘m.eanjngful, thhing.’”
Meaninglessfless itself has be_cAome meaningful. - |
While initially it seems that the speakers are standing in the waste land -- a'

space of nothingness where meanings a re lost, human ;elations are fruitless, and
iénewal is impossible -- a ;001 by which to help make sense and meaning from the
void has been unearthed. It is as if Eliot were peering through a kaleidoscope:
toward the past. The image that remfns to him is the poem, fragments of both
near and distant past. “The new, because it cannot ta/ke place in history, is also
. that which is most ancieht’f (Disaster 37). Because, as Baudeléi—re‘has stated,

modernity is “ephemeral,” constantly dissolving and reconstituting itself, it cannot

exist as part of history. Only the past, even the most recent past, yesterday for
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example, can, upon reflection, provide meaning for the future. For Eljot, the old
- cultural and mythological models offer scraps of meaiiing that layer upon one
another and exist simultaneously but, in the end, I,do.n’t find them Wholly
satisfying. A contemporary reading must acknowlédge the possibility of the past .
but also of an understanding of nothing as a frontier for po;sibility. True spiritual
renewal may come only by conceiving vmean_ing, form, arid existence in .light of
what has traditiohally been regarded as their absence. A real i:bnnection exists
_between no‘thing and noihing. To ascribe meaning to the word nothing is to negate
it -- it is an impossibility. To create a space, then, ~wliére the impossibl¢ 1s
] manifest and hqthingness gains meaning is to create a glimmer of éoééibility for a
future. |
| - The future is given form in the poem, the fragments that E.lio't has “shored .
against” his “ruins.” The fragmentary nature of the pbem’s focﬁs on reality is also
a tyée of absenc;:. By allowing the text to proceed in orts, scraps, and fragmenté,
-a vision of reality is created that seems 1o align itself with William Blake’s vision
.of the self. lHuman beings are fragmerits of a whéle,ia'nd we are represented by
aspects subh as the creative 'imaigination, reason, rage, compassion, or some.
,cbmbination thereof. in The Waste ‘Land this concept' expands into'the world at
large. Since humanity'i_s comprised of incoinplet_e and fragmented beings,
eventually the perceptions of the world they inhabit must become fragmented. In
The Wasie Land, perception becomes fragmentation and manifests itself in a .

poetry that is marked by an unpredictable form, one that both establishes form and
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creates disjunction, one in which the conventional_ expectations of poetry are
broken.

Elio't‘handles the formal aspects of the poem in much the same way as he
does its content. By relying on traditional poetic forms as models, he combines
them to provide a seisrriographic record of his perceptions of the collective
consciousness. Faced with the recognition t'hatv 'conngction between self and other-
is difficult, if not imp.ossible', and that individuals do not oft_en’ present themselves
in any consistent wayv, the form of the poem is mimetic of both its content and the
various poses people assume to present themselves to others. If we were to look
specifically for the types of ’tradi.tio'nval prosodies that Eliot ﬁses in T} he Waste
Land, we would find ;ough a_pproxﬁnations of a fairly“ strict rhyming iambic
pentameter, blahk verse, the traditional four beat line, and frequent use of end-
rhyme. To this he adds choppy song-like interruptidns and juxtapositions of long-
line passages with three or four syyllal‘).le line passages. ‘The shape of the poem on
the page is initially unsettling. Traditionally, Iohger» poems made use of a fixed
form fhat readers couild quickly recognize. ‘When forh was brokep the reader
took particular notice of the aberrant lines. In The Waste Land formal elements of
.th¢ poem are changed so bften that readers can never hope that their expectations
will be furlfi_lled. In a 'way,' Eliot is'teachin‘g his readers to understand a
fragmentéd world where they may need to abandon their t_raditional or received

hopes and expectations and concentrate on developing new ones.
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'The absen‘c.eb of .pr'edictabl'e form also reiﬁforces the fragmented. allusions
to meaningful cﬁltural or literary models of the past. Not only is the modern
perception of life disjuﬂctive, filled with frggments of the past, 50 contemporary
poetry is a collage of traditional prbSodic forms. 'Additi‘onally, form miffors the
mpdern dilemn;a -- just as we are cut 6ff '-frbm others, hamre, and redemption, SO
we are cut off from our means of expression. Writing a sonnet or ferza rima is i
stili possible but cannot comp}etely convey true intemal or external states. Both
internally and externally, all forms exisf sirnultaneous'ly as individual ffagments of
the shattered whole. In the same 'way that the notion of absérice becomes a type
of presence, and that meaninglessnesé becomes a meaning, disjunction becomes a .
| type of unity that is nof 'unity:

We must try to recognize in this “shattering” or
“dislocation™ a value that is not one-of negation. . . . to
write and to read this poem is to accept bending our
listening to language toward the experience of a certain
breaking up, an experience of separation and discontinuity.

. The fragmented poem, therefore, is not a poem that
remains unaccomplished, but it opens another manner of
accomplishment -- the one at stake in writing, in
questioning, or in an affirmation irreducible to unity. . . .
Fragmentary speech is never unique, even should it want to
be. . . .-A new kind of arrangement not entailing harmony,
concordance, or reconciliation, but that accepts disjunction
or divergence as the infinite center from out of which,
through speech, relation is to be created: and arrangement
that does not compose but juxtaposes, that is to say, leaves
each of the terms that come into relation outside one
another, respecting and preserving this exteriority and thlS
distance as the principle. . . of all signification.

(Blanchot, Conversation 308)
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Therefor;, 'a‘bsericc of a clear unity is not the negation Qf unity, merely a-
redefiﬁihg of the term. While most traditional readings attemapt to locate unity in
The Waste Land by trac‘ihg thematic patterns or allusions, thus illﬁstrating the
way's' the poem presents a new unity, doing so then ignores the fact that the
experience of the poem remains erratic_anddi'sjunct, ﬁl'l'ed. with absences tI}at
break continuity and leige ;he reader to explore new Ways of ‘making meaning.
While this does not necessarily align itself .with Eliot’s preoccupation, I feél that
by looking through the telescope in reverse toward the past, the absence of a
traditional unity is, in par‘t; an important é‘spéct of the project. ‘Bla'nc'hot
conceptualizes the fragmentary as:

the mark of a coherenee all the firmer in that it has come

undone in order to be reached, and reached not through a

dispersed system, or through dispersion as a system . . .

Fragmentation is the spacing, the separation effected-by a

temporalization which can only be understood --

fallaciously -- as the absence of time. (Disaster 60)‘
In 1922, when the poem was published, the nature of its presentation was radical
in the extreme. For this reason it makes sense that readers attempted to find
organization and unity withih the poem. Seventy some years: later, readers of
' 'p‘oetry_havel become accustomed to some level of disju’n_ctidn and fragmentation.
In 7. hg Waste Land, though, this fragméntation goes beyond siirnpl‘e mimesis of é
psychological or social éonditién.‘ In Blanchotian terms, the di'sjunction locates
the speaker and the readers in a quest that exists in the absence of time. In Eliot’s

" poem, we are always on the verge of arriving but have never arrived at

redemptibn. The fragmentation itself provides both unity and meaning in The
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_ Wasz;' Land. Although for Eliot there can be no meaning in absenceb, in fact he
seems to evoke absence as an illustration of thé problem; ‘rrixea_ning is created
through the absences of the poem. Opfimist_ical‘ly connecting nothing with
nothing is an act 'of authentic consciousness that exhibits a way of coping with
bfutivlity. Locating true unity in the absence of traditional unity‘, in disjur;lction and
- fragmentation, p;OVides a sense of hdpe. Eliot’s rsjection of a traditibnally
redemptive ending to the poem and a return tp a series of fragments which can be
shored égainst his rums illustrates this nicely. In The Waste Land the presented
unity derAiyes its meaning 'fror:n facing the timeleés,.shattered ;eality that confronts
humankind.
II1. Transition :

‘ If The Waste Land is. a poem in which absence is evoked through form,
‘content, and theme, providing the‘ fragments of the poem with a strange cohesion,
Endgamé is a play that Harbors thé concept of abéeﬁce and presents i_t merely as
the situati;)n. " Any rﬁeaning outside the abs.ence 1s questioned. Although the two
projects, Eliot’s and }Beckett’s, share many ‘surface-similarities, t'hey also exhibit
an equal number of differences. When Beckett published Endgame, some fifty-
fi\l/e years after The Waste Land, he hz;d the dubious benefit of having witnessed a
second World War. ‘World War 11 eclipsed “The”War to End All Wars” botﬁ in
devastatibn of .hurﬁan life and in anhihilation of‘ the land on a wide scale. If Eliot
compared pbst W.W.I. ‘Europ_e to a wasteland, to what then could Beckett possibly

compare the world after the devastation of Aushwitz,' Belsen, Hiroshima, and
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Nagasaki? ’Living under post-atofnic ;hreat, Be;kett’s vision appears
cc;nspicuous'ly darker than Eliot’s. Despite the: (;'li'fferences in W.W,I..arid W.W.II,
both of these woyks were wri'ttenvin the shadow of great disaster--disaster-that was

4 categqrized not-as “an act of god” but rather as an act of human béings. The god~
Eliot hoped for has retreated even deeper into hiding; the quest for renewal
remains a failure. Endgame presents a new “answer” for society, one less reliant
on Quiside forces, but e_qually dependent on the concept of absence. If the
exploration of this absence was beg@n in The Waste Land, we _cah'say that it is
furthered, if not brought to é, culmination, in a new wasteland, Beckett’s sparse
drama of attrition.

Like Eliot, Beckett ne;eds to 'w;ité. As I’ve already noted, the opehing
lines of The Waste Land;advdress memory anci desire which have been awakened
by fhe cruel Spring, taunting us with the promise of renewal which the speaker
believes can only gd unfulfillcd. If we view memory as a reCogn‘i'tion of that
which once held meaning, and desir,e as a typé of ﬁéed,_ then in a sense, in The
Waste Land April,hzis become the cause of the ‘writing. Unfortunately, thoﬁgh, for
the characters ip the Endgame the possibility of seasoﬁal change no longer even
exists. The origin of the stark drama in which they are trapped emanates similarly
from their memories of the past. But in the case of Hamm, Clov, Nagg, and Nell,
thei'r. desire is not stirred by a longing for a promised, albeit suspended, renewal;

these characters desire only toAénd, to finish.



| When Hamm asks Clov to tell him of the weather, the report ié much
different from that prqvided~ by Eliot in the opening sequences of The Waste Land.
Clov informs Hamm that the weather is “As usual” (EG 27)1 Over the course of
the next scene Hainm, who is blind and paralyzed, and therefore completely
reliant on Clov as his witness of the world, asks to be ﬁpdatcd on the state of the
earth, the sea, the waves, and the sun. Clov retrieves his teles'cope.and, _before he

looks out of the windows at the back of the stage, he turns it on the audience and

’

claims that he sees “a multitqde .. .in transports . . . of joy."’ He cbntinues after
| lowering the telesc‘o'p‘.e and retu-rning to center stage, “Well? Don’t wé laugh?”
They do not. The statement is not funny; even fhe audience suffers the worl.d of
the characters m Endgame. When Clov attempts to respdpd honestly to Hamm’s -
| queries he reports that the earth is zero; this he‘répea.ts' four times, possibly
suggesting eac_:h of the féur diréctions. The ocean 1s described as a sunken light,
the waves as lead, and the sun as zero (EG 30,31). The color of the landscape is
gray: “Light black. From po}e to pole_” (EG 32).

The landscape of Endgame is even more wasted than that of The Waste
Land. The sterility of ;he world is referred to ov?er and over again throughout the .
play. The play’s setting_ has been interpreted as a “post-Armageddon bomb
shelter, protecting the last remaining human 3urvivors on earth” (Ath_anasc;n 24),
while Hugh Keﬁner has suggested that the stage can be vieWed asvva metaphor for
the interior of a humaﬁ skull (Beckett 155). In The Long Sonata éf the Dead,

~

Michael Robinson observes that, according to the engraver in Hamm’s story, the



34

world is ashe;,,. Likewise Cle déscribes the world as “;orps,ed”; even the seeds
he has planted in his kitchen will not sprout. The world of Hamm and Clov is one
of continual loss. Robinson points to the following passage in Endgame to
déﬁonstratg: “Nagg loses a tooth: it is parf of the long decline into old age (‘But
we breéthe, we change! We lose our hair, our teeth! Our blodm! Our ideals!)”
(2'74—75_). The only vision of nature provided in the play is one of decay‘. The
audience can only as'sume. fhat this decay will contihue until all that is left is the
world of the engravcf.

Althqugh the world Beckett presents is much bleaker than that of Eliot, it
should not be regarded as a different world. In The Writing 0]; the Disaster,
Blanchof universalizes an image emp'loyed by both Eliot and Beckett. Blanchot
déscribes theA“sufferingA(;f our time” as “‘A wasted man, bent hea_d, bowed
shdulders,_ uﬁthinking, gaze extinguished. " “Our gaze turned to the ground’”
(Disaster 81). It is difficult not to recall the “crowd that flowed over Lonaon
Brjdge” in The Waste Land,‘ with each man’s eyes fixed before his feet (WL 62- .
65), or Cvlov’s description of himself leaving at the end of the play: “I open the
~door of the céll and go. I am so bowed I only see my feet, if I open my eyes, and
between my legs a little trail of black dus;. ; I‘ say to myself that the earth is
extinguished, though I never saw it lit” (EG 81). The image is strikingly similar
even in its one main exception. In Blanchot the gaze is extinguished; for Clov
the wrorld is extinguished although he’s never seen it lit. Th‘e literal meaning here

could just as easily be a metaphor for a gaze that is extinguished, never been lit:
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At any rate the result is the same.' In the Old Tesfament, when King Hezekeiah |
becomes sick, Isaiah comes to him and says: “Thus sai‘th the Lord, Set thine house
in ordér: for thou shalt dié, and not live” (Isaiah 38:1). At the end of Ti he Waste
Land, Qhen death seems imminent, a speakér asks, “‘Shall Iat lea‘si set my lands

in order?” (426). Simila:ly, it seems that Clov has been pre.p‘aring. for the end all ‘
along. When Hamm asks,' “What' 'afe you doing‘? ” Cllo.v responds, “Putting things
in order” (EG 57).

A wdrld reduced to routine is also described by both of the texts in ‘-

.question. In The Waste Land, the characters’ lives are guided by habit, by routine.
Eliot depicts this }outine in the men who routinély star'el at their feet as tﬁey Cross
London Bridge on their way to workA. The wealthy couple’s routine is examined

in Part II: ‘Thé hot water at ten. / And if it rains,"é closed car at four. ‘And we
shall play a game of qhess” (WL 135-37). Likewise the typist in Part III returns to |
h¢r ﬂat for her routine of tea whiéh further degenerates intq routine sex. In
Endgame the day presented on stage is like any other day, “As long as it lasts. |
(Pause) All iifg long the samevinanit'ies” (rny italics, EG 45). Hugh K.fA:nnerk offers

another example: Clov asks, “Why this farce; day after day?” to which it is

-

»

sufficient for Hamm to reply “Routine.” The lives portrayed on stage are a
' routine, but Kenner takes the routine of life a step further, suggesting that the
routine is also one of an actor who returns to. the stage nightly, portraying the

~ same life in the same way (Kenner 162). The routine that causes the déspair for

the characters of The Waste Land, though, runs deeper for Hamm. Kenner goes
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~on to point out 'that, for Hamm, the despair is a conviction, not a philosophy. The
characters in Endganie are imprisbned by de§pairv._ In the world they inhabit hope
fbr any traditional fedemption-is impossible. Even he possibility of Gdd does not .
eiist. The despair itself bécomes a su_bjcct of mockery ,~;“as when [Beckett] has
‘ Hamm requiré that God- be prayed to in silgnce (‘Wht;fe are your mgnnerﬁ?’)and
then berate him (‘the bastard! f) for not .eXisting” (Kenner, Becketr 164).

' Michael Robinson (Nhl'aws comparisons betwveer‘l Hamm andvApolliﬁaire’s
Tiresias: “His Universe is the play / W-ithin‘ which he is God the creator”
. {Robinson 270). From this. ﬁerspective, Hamm not only replaces god"but also
Abe_:comes linked to “the most impor{ant personage” of T he Waste Land. If both of
these texts are orchestrated by similar figures, they are likewise developed with
'delibcra;e attention to the paét. Leonard Pronko insinuateAs that Hamm is much
 like the dying Fisher King with one important-ciifference. The traditional Fisher
ng figure 1s a scapegoét for all of humanity; he suffers alone,l bﬁt Hamm
réfu‘ses to bear-the weight of human sufferirig alone and drags Nell, Nagg, anél
Clov along (Pronko 137). I have already shdwn how- allusions éome to bear on '.
The Waste Land, andA just as Beckett suggests the Fisher King, so he suggests
many other allusions, making Endgame equally, if not mdre, erudite than Elio;’s
poem. - Yet while Eliot utilizes allusion in order to sugges;»the value of the past, in
Endgame, “the old questions . . the old answers,” routinés, and habits, fail.
(Robinson 273). Even though' Eliot’s attempts to recall the past as a way of

rénéwing the present ultimately fail as well, he still seems to believe that models
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frofﬁ ihe past may provide answers for the_ future. Beckett suggests that any
memories or él}usions to the past can only perpetuate aﬁd prolong the meaningless
present. ;

One thing' all. of the characters in bofh The Waste Land_land Endgame share
in common is the act.of }awaiting. Earlier, I described The Waste Land as a
mythopoetic quest in Which the crisis is a “death-in-life” situation, wherein tﬁé
characters await recovery. Endgame can be viewed in much the same way; itisa
play in which the charécte_rs also experience a “deaih—in-life” Sjtuation awaiting
the end. In a passage from T he-W);iting of the .Disaster’ which I've aire’aciy cited,
Blanchot apﬁfoac’hes the idea 6f waiting as a place where “dying is livirig.”
“There dyingv is a passivity 'of life -- of life escaped from itself and confounded
* with t'he‘disaster of time without‘present which we endure by waiting” (Disaster
~21). This is the time outside of time,f the time of infinite time, in which all human
beings can do is wait in‘recog'nition on despair, the time 1n whicﬁ- the voice they
use is not their own but the §oice_ of the othey “which somgilow accuses them,
interrdgates and ‘obliges_‘ them to answer for a silent affliction which they bear
without witness” (Disaster 22) .

Just as the voices in The Waste VLand are (cqn)fused,l the speaker speak’ing‘
with the voice of others, so Hamm then shifts his voice to that of the sforyteller.
In Endgame, thbugh, Hamm seems t6 adopt this “o'fhcr” voice as a way of
;/erbaljzing his complicity in the disaster. The nbtion of “ans‘werving‘ for a silent

affliction” bears significantly on the dramatic tension of Endgame. If any. ténsion
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beyond the awaiting ei\cisrs in the play,‘ it relies on Hamum’s responsibility for the
wasteland that Clov observes outside the shelter. The text rnake; itlclear that
‘ bHamm' 1s at least partially accountabie for Wha_te\iér tragedy has left him, Nagg,
Nell, and Clov as the only seeming survivors in the world. Hamm can bé seen as
Tiresias, alsr) as god of his world, but when he speaks it is often with the voice of
another. The story he tells, his “chronicle,” suggcsts autobiog_\raphy‘ Many of rhe
events in which the aildierice knows Hamm has been involved occ‘urin his
«chronicle,"’ but whether or not the story is about Hamm’s 1if¢ is‘ne‘ve'r affirmed.
"By rriasking what is most likely autobiographicalt és fictional, Hamm is able to
answer fqr his transgressions without o'p_énly admitting that he was in the wrong.
IV. ‘Endgame' |

Before I go on to summarize a few of the tr;ditional: readings of Endgame
- and explore the play’s relationship to absence, I feel that I must describe the
-absurd world of the play,‘the wprld that may have been created by Hammfs
“crimes.” James Eliopulos categorires Endgame as a “static drama,” one. in \ivhich
' “thé_’mood is immobilized to evoke eternity.” The drama “d{oes not move forward
but is charged with electricity” (Eliopulos 55). This notion is a predominant
characieristic of absurdist theater which Martin Esslin defines in his book The
Theater of the Absurd. In ._thg:' book he addresses approximately m;enty |
- playwrights and classifies them as (iramatists of the absurd. BeC_kett enjoys the

distinction of being the first dramatist Esslin discusses.
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' ACéording to Esslin, one of the most significant aspects of absurdist
‘theater, one that is evident in Endgame, is that the .plays>often do not contain
events, but rathér situaiioné that forever repeat themsevlves (Esslin 39). In the
final, controversial moménts of the Endgame, Clov'in'dicates to Hamm that he is
leaving: “This is what we call making an exi;” (EG.81). Beckeit’s stage'dire‘ction
conducts ClovAtoward the door. .Clov exits and returns “dressed for the road. . . .
He' halts by the door and stands ihere, impassive and motioﬁléss, . ;zis eyes fixed on
Hamm, till the end” (EG 82). As Clov remains, the audience does not kﬁo%»v
whether to believe he will leave or to assume he stays. Faced with this
uncer;_ainty, fhe audience must recognize'.that one of .the options is that he dées
stay and that this drama will forever Tepeat itself.

Esslin further Ael_.ab'oratg:s on this “situation” in the theater of the absurd as
- one that is concernéd‘pritﬁarily with .co‘mr.nunica‘ting a “sense of being.” He likens
absurdist drama to imagist and symbolist poetry which presents images and
’th'err’les,.which are interwoven to cre‘ate.a total and complex impression of a 5asic
and static situation (Esslin 294-95). In Endgame this situatiop p;imarily reljes on
the concept of awaiting the end, as is‘ suggested by the title V\%hich alludes to chess,
wherein the endgame is a move toward winning closure. In addition to striving to
comm.unicate a situation or “sense of béing,” absurdist theater seeks to express an -
anxiety and despair whic'h springs from the récognition of being 'surrqunded by
areas of imp‘enetrable dérkness (Esslin 314). If Endgame closgs on a nbte of

uncertainty, it is precisely because the universe is filled with uncertainty. The
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goal of absurdist theater, then, is to somehow transform that uncertainty, the
despair which emanates from the darkness in which the divine is seemihgly
absent. By facing the despair' it can be negated (Esslin‘314). In thé.light of
Eliot’s concerns, ‘frederhption” or “renewal” is possible in absurdist theater but
‘not-in the traditional sense. The despair presehted on htage can be ‘negatéd if the
chéracters and the audience come to an understanding of their ihability to
understand. Furthermore, a frégmented meaningless text can be redeemed
through recognizing the inability of language and the l‘og'ic of cognitive thohght 1o
explaih reality (Esslin 15). jVIn an absurd world dignity lies in the ability to face
the senselessness, “to acéept it freely, without fear, without"illusions -.- and't'o
laugh at it” (Esslin 316).

Although Beckett seldom gave intervileWs and rarely talked about his
work, in Back to Beckert Ruby Cohn has recordcd a number of statements he has
made speciﬁcally about the play which provide both insight and confirmation. If
we regard Endgame as ah_absurdist drama in Esslin’s terxhs, then it is not
surprising that Beckett’s favorite line of the play is one of the few spbken by Nell:
“Nothing is funnier than unhappiness” (Cohn, Beckert 154). Beckett also explains
to the actor playing Hamm in his production of 1967 that Hamm “is a king in this
chess game léét from the start. . . he knows he is making loud senseless
moves. . .. Heis only trying to delay the inevitable end. Each of his gestures is
one of the last useless moves which put off the end.” Finally Beckeft admits:

“Hamm says No to Nothingness” (Cohn, Becketr 152). While Nell has attained
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some level of dignity in her a_}shbin by accepting despair and laughing at it‘,"HamrrAl.
only »reélize.s his own'fut_i]ity‘ As1 havé sﬁggested earlier, his is a life‘ of waiting.
He is doomed to wait incessantly, to aWait; he avoids his situation by hopeleésly_
sustaining the moment of. despéir. :

Blanchot calls this moment “the time of patience (time of time’s absence,
or time returning never present, the time of dyin'g) ” (Disaster 1»8). It is fr_om.

- within this situation of being in time’s absence that Endgdme‘ speaks. Blanchot

‘contiﬁﬁés this thought, wondering, ;‘then by what langtiage other than the
fragmentary -- other than the language of shattering, of infinite dispersal --can

time 'be marl:<ed? e But the fragmentary,: of which there is no experienég, also

: _éscapcs us. Silence does:riot take its p_léce’;_ scarcely .éyen does reticence”
(Dfsaster 19). 'If thg characters.in The Waste Land are living a “death—in—li,fe?’

- situation awaiting redemption, then this relates to the fragmentary' nature of the
poem I elucidated earlier_; As T will attempt to illustrate later, ‘the, dialogue in
»Beckett also exhibits the qualities of the fragmentary, of shé_ttering,- of infinitc
dispersal. ~C]bv’s dream is for “A world where all Would be silent and still and

. each thing in its last place, under the last dust” (EG 57). But, according to'
Blanchot, si}ence cannot take the place of its “opposite” because silence, like
'absence, cannot truly exist. “,Tb ‘be silent is still to speak. Silence is impossib_le.

That is why we desire it” (B.lanc'hot, Disaster 11).
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The best way to attempt some understanding of this concept is to look
briefly at Blanchot’s treatment of the disaster. For Blanchot the disaster cannot
- exist, but it also’cannot not exist: |

When the disaster comes upon us, it does not come.
The disaster is its imminence, but since the future as we
conceive of it in the order of lived time, belongs to the
disaster, the disaster has always already withdrawn or
dissuaded it ; there is no future for the disaster just as there
is no time for its accomplishment.
(Disaster 1-2)

Ann Smock’s preface to her translation of The Writing of the Disaster helps to
| explain how Blanchot’s ‘thbught works. Just as the theater of the absurd concerns
- itself with a situation of being and therefore is not guided by the logic of coghitive
‘ thought; Blanchot is obsessed with an exploration of that which eludes
undefstanding. “Sameness is among the obsessions of this book” (Disaster viii).
Furthermore, the time evoked in both The Waste Land and Endgame falls into
what Blanchot calls the absence of time, which is a time. Smock explains:
This “absence of time” is the undepletable in'tervven'ing time
between the disaster and that very catastrophe which, long
past when it occurs, has still to happen when nothing can-
happen any more. Blanchot calls this interval, between no
longer and not yer -- this endless wait for the time already
exhausted -- the lapse of time (le laps du temps) or the
interim (le delai). Or, sometimes, the immediate
(I’immediar). (Disaster xi.) '
The need to speak and the need to be silent are great during the time of time’s
absence. But silence is imessibIé, and words, for the characters in Beckett’s

A

~drama, become “alms against oblivion” (Hoy 258).
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'As‘v-vith The Waste Land, ‘before 1 c_ontjnue with Endgdme, I"d' like to ‘
introduge the do’minant. critical approaches to the play because they are'building
blocks necessary to understanding the issues of .nbsence. Most. readings of
Endgame are thematic read.ings. These themes relate to.the puns evident in the
text, the text’s a]lUsiyeness, the obsession with ending, the notion of the play as a
play, and the 'preoccupétion of the characters with, as Ruby Cohn refers to it, “the
grains-of-time. _These approaches to tne't‘extv pr‘ovide_meaning and unity which I
find necessa';y tn‘an initial u’ndérstanding of the text.

If the situation Qf the play is post-apocalyptic, a world where the
characters on stage are the .o.nly surviv‘oré of some' great disaster, then the
relationships among .the charncters in} the play become one of ;he dominant
themes.. The importance of fhese relationsnips is reinforced by exploring the
various “meanings” of the character’s names. While I find this to be one of the
least interesting aspects of the play, it fs one that few crit'ic’s have ignored .. The
puns on the names of the characters in Endgame irnmediately estanlish their‘
mutual dependency on one another. Hamm can be read as a pun on hammer and
tne rest of the charaCtérs as puns on nail. Cohn has pointed out that Clov 1s

: stri};ingly similar to the Ffenéh wbrd clou, meaning néil, Nell is a pun on the
English nail, Nagg is‘a derivative of the German naegel meaning nail, and even )
- Mother Pegg, a character outside the actual drama, is a peg or type of nail (Cohn,

“Endgame” 45). In addition to this way of looking at the names, Hamm and Clov

“can be easily seen as ham and Clove--a type of meat and the spice used to flavor
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and presefve that meat. Certainly in'Endgam(;: Clov is the primary reason Hamm
and.the other characte;s are still alive. _'Hamm éannot ‘walk'or see; Clov is
responsible for taking care of Hamm, seejng to.his needs. Hamm éonstantly \
orders Clov to wheel him about the room, to look out the window, to bring» his
. dog. This'is one of Hathi’s needs--to be Clov’s master. They depend upon one N
another to provide each other with purpose and meaning. Clov is just as féliant on
Hamin to define himx as “servant” as Hamm is on Clbv to define him as “fnastér.-”
Like The Waste Land, En_dg’ame is full of allusions to literary works and
cultural mod'els.of the past. While Beckett, unlike Eliot, does not ailud§ to the
past in order to introducé some sense of meaning into the f_ragmented meaningless
present, eVidence of his usé of allusion to augment the plé'y’s content is
widespread. The allusions to Shakespeare, The Bible, and Greek philosophy are
not intended as a recommendation to restore models of meéning that have beeh
| lost, rather they accentuate the absurdity of the present moment with a caricature
§f the past. In other instances the allusions are made merely to infensify the
" situation. The notion of finishing, a major c'oncernvo.f the play, is reinforced 6ver
.and over 'by subtle use of allusion, for example, when Hamm deinaqu to know
what Clov‘ sees on His wall and irately mocks: “Mene, mene?” Critics note that
this passage réfers’ to\Ik)aniel Chapter Five. In this passage Daniel is summoned
before King Belshazzar to interpret a dream»in_ which the words MENE MENE,

TEKEL, UPHARSIN” had been written on the wall . The literal translaﬁon is

numbered, numbered, weighed, divided. Daniel translates the words mene, mene
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. as meaning “God hath numbered thy kingdom, and finished it” (Daniel 5;26).
Other dllusions help to establish rélationships by sqggesting or twisting Biblical
pelatibnships. Ruby.Cohn and Kristin Morrsion exialore many of these Biblical
allusions _eitensively in their examinations of Endgame. Beckett’s erudition,
though, differs from Eliot’s dyastically. While it seems that through his use of
allusion, Eliot intends bring méaning into the mOdern wasteland, the allusiveness
of Endgﬁme merely augments what is already t}here.( The Bibligal‘ allusions
uriivérsalize the present “situation of being” by subtly remiﬁding the audi_ehce of a
situation that has come before (Morrison 95).
~Beckett’s allusions to Shakespeare and the ancient Greeks work in the "
-same way as the'Bibliéal.éllusiOhs: s_llpporting themes or ideas already present in
the text. Th¢ allusions to Shakespeare often reflect the _natufe of thea;er'—-—aétors as
actors and the drama as a fiction. Through their d.ialogue, Hamm and Clov also
refer speciﬁcally to fhe Greek philosophers Zeno and Eubilides of Miletus when
they separately efnploy the image of life as heaps of grain whicﬁ never quite
materialize or disappear (Cohn 144). The important récurring theme of chding or
finishing is related to the idea of these heaps that never quite add up to a life
because the “non-plot” of the play itself will never amount to an end. Coﬁ?ers’ely,
the other heap, will never quite disappear, leaving the Acharacters trapped in a life
that will neither finish nor flourish. -
Clov begiqs the play by pronouncing'the word finished four times, and

later in the play Hamm balances those finisheds with four ends. At one point
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Hamm specifically expresses his desire to die and asks Clov, “Why don’tlyou
finish us?” to Which Clov responds, - “I couldn’t finish ypu” (EG 37). me death
“can end the game that uﬁfqlds on the stage, ,buf—fq_r these characters, Beckett has
created a ‘world wherein death is impossible. Hax’rﬁn’s concern with finishiﬁg
throughout the play adds to the notion of the play as a space-in which th¢
c.haracter»sl await the end. Finished becomes both an end and a completion. | When
the world ends, only then will it be complete (Cohn 143—44)" But, as I have
Suggested éreviousl’y, the pl@y does. not end satisfactqrily — Clov remains. He
does not leave thé vs‘tag’e; therefore, in Blanchot’s tefrné, the end of fhe play is not.
an e;nding. Because the world of the play, in one sense, must be seen as an
allegory for the world at large, the sense of in'.c'ompletene'ss in Endgam‘e describes
a universal lack of completion. ‘lIn this regard the idea of the play.as a p’lay'
~ becomes all the more significant. For the chgracters of Endgame nothing exists
~outside the play; as Hamm remarks, “Outside of here it’s death!” (EG 70).

If “Hamm says No to Nothi_ngness,” then he says “yes” to the play. His
existence is péssib_lé only though his attaéhment to the theater. As tﬁ_e plé‘y draws
to a close the references to .theater become inc‘,rea‘singly frequent. Both .Hamrn and ‘
Clov appropriate theatrical terminology to describe their actions: “Me to_play. .
.Let’s stop playing. . . An aside ape! . . ~I’m warming up for my last soliloquy. . .
Not an underplot I trust. . . This is what we call making an éxit. ” Cohn asserts
that the self-reflexivity of the play suggests “the gratuitous quality of all play,

including art” (“Endgame” 50). In the end, when Hamm believes Clov is leaving,
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h¢ cannot escape his role as an actor in a play, cannot strip himself of the.
coﬂs,tructs which.de-fine him. He clings to the thea‘ter;'r if there is going to be an
end, then it must e_nd as a play would, with a last soliloquy. The phrase “Me to
play,” whiie it expresses the arbitrariness of play acting, is linked to the rhe;oric of
chés§ strategy. Anyone‘\whlo’s played thess must recognizé that title of the play
also describes the final moves in a game of chess. ‘In'his structural analysis of
Endgame Athanason spends approximately six pages detaiiing 1he precise
relationship between the content of the play aﬂd the final stages of a ‘chesvs match.
The vehiéle of the ni‘etaphor is thg two kihgs ona chessboard who, stripped of
protection from other bieces, are. forced to take tﬁe field, seemingly uncaring, as
they exeéute the few limited moves still possible (Athanasqn 22-23). In
Endgame, the level of indifferénce is even greater. Hamm is the br_llgz king on the
board, and he is master of the (Sthér pie_ces. In this situation the,endg'am.e cannot
end. The game could, conceivably, go vdn forever.
Thé possibility that the play could go on foréver is bound with the

tension of what Cohn calls “the grain-of-time fheme.” Hart_xm and Clov
-repeatedly evoke Zeno and Eubilides of Miletus. These tyyo'philoéophers
“proved” that

‘the incommensurability of the finitely measured with an

infinite universe. Grains of sand or millet grains can never

quite make a heap; grains of time can never quite make an

eternity. (Cohn 144)

In Endgame the heap does not even begin. The desire for a representation of -

meaning is futile and contradictory to the play itself, the structure of which is -
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based on attrition. The world the characters inhabilt is slowly disappearing. The
- play be_gihs with the word finished and ends with the word Irémai_n. But what does
vremain? The heap Ha’mmland Clov have been iooking for has been scattered by
the Wipds of absﬁrdity. The situation presented is one in 'which. -the necessities of
life are becoming steadily, conspicuou;ly absent. Whilé the .characters'may be
~concerned about the “grains of tjnie” that have or have not collected in their li?és,
the pla? itself is certainly more interested in 'exploring' the r.cductibve qualities of
time. |
Grédually, the literal absehces in tﬂe play begiﬁ to mount up. The heap
that grows is the heap of “what is not.” Let us begin to examine some of the
specific absénces'Aevoked in Endgaﬁe. There is no more pain killé; for Hamm, no
more pap for Nagg; th;rc are no moré bicjrcle wheels, no more sugars plums, no |
more coffins, no mor¢ navigators; there is no more nature. Actually nature does
exist, but only in a ruined form.l If the dramatic tension of the play revolves
~ around awaiting death by constantly attempting to delay the inevitable, then the
disappearance; of tﬁe supplies that keep the characters living can only hasten‘that
death. But, paradoxicéily, there is no more pain killer. Numerous critics have
noted that Hamm’s question, “Is it not tir;le for-my pain killer?”, which'
incidentally is the most repeated liﬁe of the play, is-a desire for the one true pain
killer -- death. . Ea;h time Clov is asked whether it is not tiﬁl‘e for the pain killer,
he delays the inevita‘ble by angwering, “No.” When he finally admits to Hamm

 that there is no more, Clov establishes the improbability of death.
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Beckett presents a stage on which the characters y¢arn for the end -- for
' death---l but also attempt to delay .the inévitable. Accbi‘ding to Esslin, this is
characteristic of the theater jof the absurd, wh_ere character moti\}es remain
‘incorhpfé‘hensible to the audience. This works to prevent identification With the
situation that the char_acters face, allowiﬁg us to viéw a somber, violent and bitter
theater'_as comic . to combine laughter with héfror (Esslin 300). The theater of the.
absurdlpresents a disintégrating world, a world without purpqse, without unifying
principle, Without meaning -- an absixrd universe (Esslin 301), | Because the
audien;e members dbn’t identify with the characters, they can view this uhiverse
- objectively and with a sense of huhio;. In the absence of identification, the
misfortunes of'charactgrs can become funny. The characters in Ehdgarﬁe, like
Eliot’s characters, have lost the ability to idéntif_y even" with. one an’éther. P'erhéps
this is what causes Nell to remark‘, “Nothing is ftinnier than unhabpiness. ”
Absented from the possibility of identifying‘w%th the sufferer, any éuffering is
funny. Even the suffering of those who should be loved ones becomes humorous.
Antony Easthope mentions that this kind »of‘ cynicisni,’ which is so evfdent
in Hamm, is é desperate attempt to anticipate the cruel universe, indifferent to his
wishes.(“Dramatic Method” 63). Of all the characters Hamm is‘the most cyniéal.
This cynicism causes any mercy Hamrn may or;ce have had to disappear. A world
in which meaning and benevolence are abgent has destroyed Hémm’s abil"ity to
.“mean .something"’ and to be kihd. He has becorrié inhuman, reduced to the role

he plays, a fiction without motives or mercy, so much so that Kenner compares
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him to a ludierous stage villain (Becker 164). Throughput the course of the play
we find out details of Hamm’s life and do not know whether they are true or false
primarily because many of the details are only suggested by his chronicle -- the
story he routinely continues each day. Because the “ story’; elosely parallets What
we know of the events that brought,Clov to Hamm, we assume that the narrative
Y autobiographic. ‘The problem with making this assumption .is that the audience
remains uncertain. As in mu'eh of the rest of the play,' no certainty is protltded.
Just as-it is irnpoésible to determine whether or not Clov gives an acctttate |
-descfiptioh of the world as he turns his “telescope on the without” (EG 29), or
whether or not he actually leaves at the end, we do not know for sure vt/hether the
story-Hamm recounts is fiction or autobiography. Does Hamm 'ihtens.ify the
severity of hlS cruelty so much that he becomes; as Easthope'suggests, inhun_lan,_
redttced to an actor who cannot be complicit in the hotrors of the world?
(“Dramatic Method” 63). Does Hamm tt{ithdrav& so completely that he be_lieves
“his admission to Clov: “I was never there. . . . Absent, always. It all happened
without me” (EG 74)? ‘A few things are certain; he does have moments of guilt.
In.the “chrOnicle’; Hamm speaks as a storyteller, using the “ﬁctioh” to exhibit his
“crimes.” He recalls those he might have helped, anti Clov remihds' him that he
is also responstble for Mother Pegg’s death. -She died of darkness when Hamm

" deprived her of lamp oil.
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Hamm is capable of these acts of inhumanity because the world is empty

“of meaning. There is no reason to be kind. In The Myth of Sisyphus Camus

suggests that

The certainty of a God giving meaning to life far surpasses
. in attractiveness the ability to behave badly with impunity.

The choice would not be hard to make. But there is no
_choice, and that is where the bitterness comes in. (Camus

67)

For Hamm, the illusion that God exists is impossible, and there is no choice

between good and evil. The corisequences for each are the same. Clov on the

other hand constantly searches for a purpose to his life. He contemplates leaving;

outside may not be death. Clov might be able to travel beyond the range of his

telescope and begin anew. In the absence of a clear purpose Clov invents work to

do. Hamm asks where:

H:

C:

In your kitchen?

Yes.

What, I'd like to know?
I'look at thé wall.

The wall! And what do you see on your wall?
Mene, mene? Naked bodies?

I see my light dying.

Your light dying! Listen to that! Well, it can die
just as well here, your light. Take a look at me and
then come back and tell me what you think of your
light. :
| (EG 12)
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In this exchange one of the primary differences between Hamm and Clov is
reinforced. Hamm has gi’ven up searching for purpose while Clov still clings to
the hope that it can exist. In' the world depicted in Endgame, Hamm appears tbe
wiser of the two. He recognizes the absence of beauty, the absence of truth, the

~ absence of happiness -- the world has become a subject for farc’e (Cohn,
“Endgame” 51). The presence of anything which once held meaning is only
evident through universal decay. Confronted with disintegration as the only probf
of Nature’s cpntinued existence, Clov attempts to transform human decay into
nature’s benevolence: “Then she hasn’t forgotten us” (Eaeihcpe, “Dramatic
Method” 69).

.. The world these -characters inhabit is stripped of meaning, without
purpose, filled only with decay. .Like'wise the stage,' on which they ‘play night
aifter night, is losing purpose as well. It is no longer a piace of action; it is a place
_to wait. The characters wait, and as Kenner has suggested, the stage itself waits
(Beckett 155). To a certain extent, traditionai theater is viewed Witb a “willing
snspension of disbelief” but in Endgame all illusions. are di‘spelled. The “play as a
..play ” theme punctures the artifice'and the audience members can no longer delude
themselves into thinking that the proscenium is a window on the world. The
theater of the absurd\doels not mirror life in any “realistic” way, rather it presents,
in all its deformify, what Esslin calls a “situation of life. Kenner suggest that

despite the fact that Endgame fails to meet the audience’s expectations of theater,

they are provided with a reason to stay. It is the same reason Clov stays even
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AR

though he continually threatens to leéve.v When lle asks what, in a wb\rld where
everything seems to be vanlshing, is‘left to keep him, Hamm responcls, “The
dialogue” (EG 58). Clov-remains.

Bllt convinced that Clov ls going to leave, Hamm asks him for zl few
words from his heart. Irritated by tlle words Clov offers, Hamm sudc_lenly shouts,
“Enough!” (EG 80). But Clov disregards Hzlrrirh’.s' command and continues (as .
before) but this time to himself.

T say to myself -- sometimes, Clov, you must learn to suffer
better than that if you want them to weary of punishing you
-- one day. I say to myself -- sometimes, Clov, you must be
‘there better than that if you want them to let you go -- one
day. But I feel too old, and too far, to form new habits.
Good, it’ll never end, I'll never go.
(Pause)
Then one day, suddenly, it ends, it changes. Idon’t
understand, it dies, or it’s me, I don’t understand, that
either. I ask the words that remain -- sleeping, waking,
morning, evening. They have nothmg to say.
(Pause)
I open the door of the cell and go. I am so bowed I only see
my feet, if I open my eyes, and between my legs a little
trail of black dust. I say to myself that the earth is
extinguished though I never saw it lit.
(Pause)

(EG 80-81).

4 .

It will ‘n.ever end. The words have nqthing to say. The earth is extinguishecl. Like :
The vWaste'Land, Endgamé is riddled with absences. In th.is quote, Clov suggests
the absence of fi'nality , the absence of meaning in words (their emptiness), and the
absence of living earth or light. "Related to these absences are the seeming
absences of hope and' change and possibility. To these I'd like to add that in

Beckett’s play, as in Eliot’s 'poe'm,lthere is a distinct absence of relationship. - Just
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as .the"'char'acters in The qute Land do not_commuriica'te in any genuine fashion,
so too Hamm, Clov, Nagg', and Nell are inc;apable of meaningful'relat-ionships.'

Tﬁe éverriding absence of the play, though, is the absence of humankind
in vgengral. Since most of fhe-abs:nces of the plvay.v are in some way related to the
~omnes Clov evokes in this short monologue, rn allow thbse to dirett. my
exployation of absence iﬁ Endgame. | As Clov first suggests, mere is‘an absence of .
‘a cléar conclusion; essentially the play may not have an end. Second, the piay
creates a world in which words themselves have nothing to say. Although -
Beckett’s language is charaéteriz¢d by precision and clarity, it- is still -strangely
capable of disintegra'ting, under its‘own force, marking it with an absence of value.
This‘di‘sintegr;;tion of language is in turn emblematic of the disintegrated .
‘relatio:nship whiéh The Waste Land explored in detail. Thi.rc.i‘, the earth itself is
'extingui'shed‘ Since botﬁ Beckett and Eliot amply recall the Judeo—ChriStian |
- tradition, I assume that thé light of the world could be anangous with the Christ
who 1s described as light.in the Gospel Acc’:ording to John._ Therefore, 1 interpre;
this statement, for my burposes here, as a r’netaphor for an absence of reason to.
hope for a redemption ffo;ri above. ' In Endgame, not only is the'lig-h't of Christ
.extinguishéd, Clov has_never seen it lit.

Asin T hé- Waste Land, one of the primary concerns Qf Endgame is
absence. The mark of what is not is so evident both in tﬂe text and in performance

that absence becomes a kind of presence. Let us return to Blanchot’s notion of

absence as a subject, or dying as a subject, and remember that in such a case the
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sequenceiof existence is subverted, fime takes leave of its order. When time exists -
" in a chaotic state life is opened to p’assi'vity (Blanchot, Difdst’er 29). In Endgame,
rational concepts of time are not":apparent. Moments after he is awakened, Hamm
requests: “‘Get_mé ready, I’'m going to bed” (EG .3). Hamm is completely
apathetic: “Me -- (he yawns‘)_-— to play”' (EG 2). Hamm is both tired of the world
and tired of playing in the sense‘ fhat they bore him. Becausé the concept of time
1s absent, his life has opened to passivity and, like the kingé in the endgame of
chess; hé is conten; to méke his final moves with _indiff¢rence.

Hamm knows that qbthing in the world is new. Life is simply a‘ repetitioﬁ

of itself. ‘Iri Endgame; everything is a memory, and everything has happened- |
beforé. Ruby‘ Cohn addresses this concept as “the echo principle” (Beckett 142).
One of the themes"that echo.e.s throughout the _pléy 1s that of finishing. 'Finishing
becomes a paradék, though. It is impossible for» an e_nci to exist where time is
governed by principles of uncertainty. If the play visits th¢ audience with a lack
of finality, 2 sense that an ending is foréver suspénded, then the end of the_ play is
actually a suggestiqn 0f persistence rather ;han completion (Begam 184). 'fhe
conéepts of u‘ncertainty and persistence are not tincommon in B¢ckett’s oeuvre.
In Wai;ing Jfor Godot, as the title makes clear; the entire play is structured'a;ound
the action of waiting for Gddot;l i3ut after two acts Godot has never arrivéd, or at
least not been recognized, and the main characters have not significantly changed
-- tile éudienqé must assume that the characters' will continue to wait. Begam

suggests tha_t perhaps the most famous example of this world of persistence can be
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located in the famous lést lines of The Unndmab]e: “it will be the silence, where I
an'ib, I don’t know, 1’11 never kno'\y, in the silence you don’t anW, you must go on,
I can’t go on, I"ll go on” (Three Novels 414).

As Alvarez contends, Beckett welcomes his audience into an “appalled,

: motionléés world of catatonia” (93). In thé a world-c')f iﬁimitable stasis, the
characters desire any change, even ideat_h. But death s_till remains a source of fear.
When Hamm, on a routine circufnnavigation of his kingdom,"reaches out to touch -
the intefior wall of his Bésernent dwelling, he. manages: “Beyond is .th(f:;'. . . other
hell” (EG 26). What if death is no'chang'e but merely the extensién of a

' meaningless life? Michael Robinson el(;quently describes the En_dgaihe as a play
in which “thé extinct world rolls through _ﬁothing towards Nothing” (Robinson
262). There is safety in thi.s'- notion. If we examine this: quotation the éharactérs
move from a lo_werAcas"e nothing to a capitalized Nothing. In one sense tfﬁveling
from nothing t<;ward'nothing suggests no change and thgrefofg no risk, but in
anothier sense Robinson hints at the plﬁy’s‘motion toward the certainty in Nothihg.
By remaining in their cell,. the characters prdvide themselves with the only
certainty of the play -- that they will remain. What if the “other hell” is worse?
Alth(')ugyh' it might initially seem ihat the characters have given up hope, they have
chosen to remain, questioning the unce'rtainty. '

The piay becomes one pf contradiction. Hamm demand§ “Silenge!” aﬁd
then urgently questions reality: “Will this hever finish?” (EG 23). Butl, Hamm

himself cannot be silent and does whatever he can to prevent the end. Even in the
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last moments of the drama he stubbornly remains silent for the first time as if

protesting the outcome.

Not only does Hamm protest the outcome, he may in fact, as the audience

does, mistrust the certainty of the outcome. He is blind. He does not know

whether or 'not Clov is really gone. His uncertainty is plausible because early on

in the play Hamm was quite concerned:

H:

C:

I

If you leave me how shall I know?

(briskly) Well you simply whistle me and if
don’t come running it means I’ve left you.
(Pause.) "

You won’t come and kiss me goodbye?

Oh T shouldn’t think so.

, But you might be merely dead in your

kitchen.

“The result would be the same.

Yes, but how would I know, if you were
merely dead in your kitchen?

_Well ‘. . . sooner or later I'd start to stink.

You stink already. The whole place stinks

of corpses.
(EG 45-46)

Without Clov Hamm would be utterly uncertain. Even in the world of uncertainty

- that Beckett creates, Hamm is able to live by illusion through 'Clov. He tells.

Hamm what the world outside looks like, and so provides the world with order.

But everything Clov says-could be a lie. Outside the walls of the shelter Clov
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could be hé(vesting mangoeé and bananas; the hérizon could be dotted with
livestock: Neither Hamm nor the audience has any way of knowing.. Primarily
Hamm fears that Clov might leave him to a world of unc‘;ertaimy'.' But, also,
Hamm fears‘ that Clov might not leave", that Clov might remain and not tell him.
This is-also plausible. If, as'Esslin maintains, the theater of the abéufd is on some
level about unce;tainty and if it relies on creating a static sense of Being,‘ then
Hamm'’s anxiety coﬁld stem from the fact that yesterday and the day before Clév
threatened to leave and did not, merely Vanishing into his silent motiorﬂess pose
near the door until the next day when the curtain :'rises once agaiﬁ. In this scenario
‘Hamm would be left perpetually entrapped by an unresolvable di}emma -- Clov
might or might not have finally gone.
Likewise we have no idea whether or not Nell dies. This information
- depends on Clov as well. But in this-situation the uncertainty is even clearer.
‘'When Hamm asks Clov to deter‘min.e w_hether or not Néll is dead, his response is,
“Looks like it” (EG 62). According to Athanason, when Beckett was once asked
if Nell does indeed die,\ his response was, “So. it seems, but nQ one knowé 7 (49).
If we revisit the last scene in ‘whiéh Nell speaks, we notice thét as Clov takes her
buise and claims she has none, Nell utters her final word of the play-- “,Désert! ”
(EG 23). The uncertainty created by scenes such as these essentially prevént the
play from ending. The drama;ic tension of the play is based on an obsession with
finishing or éﬁding. Since, as. Athanasor’; notes, “no absolute finality is achieved,”

s o
the play itself ends without an end to the dramatic tension. The audience shares in
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the uncertainty and leavcé the theater without a resolution. The actions of the play
can eﬁdlessly run thr.ough' the ﬁemories of the audience members until the

actions, l‘)y,remaining unresdlyed, force themselves to repeat. '. A lecture given at
the Univefsity of Montana by Fred McGlyﬁn drew my attention to an interésting
scenarib: What if ..the Playbill for Endgame announced it as “A p]éy in two acts”
and after the pl.';ly as we know it ended, me cuftains drew:to a close, there was a
fifteen minute intermission, and the second .act, then; became an exact repeat of
the first?

-

‘Even though thé .charactérs of Endgame are stuck in an infihitely'
‘repeatable 'rou\tin_e, the likelihood of a disruption of Fhis routine ‘r'nustv still exist.
When Clév'spots a small boy wandering the wastelahd outside the shelter, the .
possibility ofa new"start'for humanity is introduced. If we assume that it is
improbable thai the boy‘is’ yet another possible inye_miqn -- although Clov-
| entertains the notion, “You think I'm inventing? "(EG '79) -- then he represents a
contradictory means of préventing the end. Like the flea and the rat in Clov’s
kitchcn, by way of this child “humanity might start . . . all over again!” (EG' 33).
If a new element Were- introduced inid the delicate situ_étion in which the cast of
Endgame perpetually waits, the cycle of repetition would be broken. “A potential
procreator;,” Clov defines him, Once he e‘ntersAthé worl.d of the play, the -

possibility of a clear end to the farce is absent. Using the definition of the end

whi'c\h_ is provided by the play -- death to all living creatures -- neither alternative

~
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makes finishing the drama an option. , Either .the>boy will live and potentially re-

\

"establish the human race or the boy will die and the awaiting game will continue.
According to Blanchot, if awaiting a future continues, there is no way to
escape it. Awaiting, like the disaster, cannot take place in chronological time.

Awaiting -- just as it is not related to the future any more
than it is related to an inaccessible past -- is also the.
awaiting of awaiting, which does not situate us in a present,
for “I” have always already awaited what:I'will always wait
for: the immemorable, the unknown which has no present,
- and which I can no more remember than I can know
- whether I am not forgetting the future -- the future being.
my relation with what, in what is' coming, does not come
and thus does not present, or re-present itself. (Disaster
e 117) o

To help expliéate this passage I refer to Blanchot’s treatment of the coming of the
- Messiah. According to a certain Jewish Messianic tradition, there is a strong
relationship between the event and its nonoceurrence:
If the Messiah is at the gates of Rome among the beggars
- and lepers, one might think his incognito protécts or
prevents him from coming, but, precisely, he. is recognized:
someone, obsessed with questioning and unable to leave
off, asks him: “When will you come?” His being there is,
then, not the coming. (Disaster 141-42)
- The renewal Eliot sought is not possible.- Once the renewal begins to come and is
recognized, it is no longer coming. The space of awaiting the future is occupied
by stasis; in it only awaiting awaiting is plausible. Even if the cycle of awaiting

is somehow broken, by, say, a miracle, the future would still never arrive; it is

only that which in coming can never actually come.
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While this account aligns i;self clbsely with more ciasSical paradoxes of
-fime - the future can never arrive because reality is a present that is constantly
arriving -- it further denies ;he validity of the ;oncepi of time. In awaiting, the
future can never arrive, but the past is also inaccessible, and even the present is
disintegrated. Awaiting does not situéte us in the prc;serit because when we await,
we await the unknown which has no present. In this sense, the time of ‘a,waiting
can be S‘aid to be a fourth classification of 'time which exists outside the present
and is bound between the inaccessible past and impossible future. Th¢ time of
awaiting is infinite which is why the characters in Endgame, who are awaiting the
end, are doémed toa stagnant ‘repeatable life without end.

Iﬁ ;egard.to the situafions presented The Waste Land and Endgame,
though, I;lanchot’s awaiting is difficult to apply directly. If the characters are
awaiting redemption or the end, these things wi/ll ne\}ér arrive b_ecguse they are
being awaited. But the past does appear to be at léast somewhat accessible. Both
Eliot and Beckett are highly allusive, and memory is significant in tfle situations
of both texts. Also, the present moment seems to exist in each of the texts,
eépecially dﬁ'ring a pefformance of Enalgame.7 The present mdment,_ though, can-
be regarded as the mqment of infinite await“in'g»onl.y ina senseA that both of the

- texts are infinitely pré_sent, repeating the same situations endlessly. So while the

7 . S .

The idea of a present moment here refers to a moment that has passed only an instant ago.
Readers or viewers experience these texts in the present only in a sense that they are experiencing
an instantaneous reflection upon a situation only most recently past.



unknown of the future is blocked by The Waste Land and Endgame, they do
accoubt forvlinks to the past and 2 type of présent moment. |

If. the future, though, will never pfesent or represent itself, what can be
dbne whik: awaiting the impbssibie? In Ena_!game; Hamm attempts to solace
himself with his story (Kem;er, Beckert 85). Wbile tbe audience is unsure whether
the story is fictional or autobiographical', this information is irrelevant here. :
When Hamm is not wbrking on his chroriiéle, the di'alo‘g\ue distracts him. But
even were Clov to finally leave, Hémm would still speak .to fill the silence.
Hamm envisions calling to his father and to élov and obtaining no answer. He
‘questions himself: “and then . . .”

| Then babblé, babble, words, like the solitary child who
turns himself into children, two, three, so as to be together,
and whisper together, in the dark. (EG 70)

And were Hamm to stbp speaking, “then would come the moment of terrible
‘bliscovery; when the talking stops, there is stili talking: when the_lapguag'e
pauses, it perseveres; there is no silence, for within that voice the silence eternally
| speaks” (Blanchot, “Where Now?” 86). Iﬁ “Where Now?. Who Now?” an essay-:
he wrbfe for Evergreen Review in 1959, Blanchot detects thi_s_tefxdency in Beckett:
an awarenbss that the languége will continu_e without us. Wéll, then; why
continue spgéking? The anéwgr; Speaking is the human effort to escape the
‘treadmill of language by convincing ourselves that we are still its master, that at

the moment we raise our voice, we might stop talking (Blanchot, “Where Now?”

86). In the essay Blanchot specifically addresses Malone (fhe protagonist of
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‘Malone Dies), whom Kenner compares to Hamm in their shared need to solace
themselves with story. Blanchot ponders the purpose of Mélone’é stories. He
‘contemplates the reasons the stories exist, and determines that they are intended
“to fill the void into which Malone feels he is falling; to silence that empty time
(Whiéh will become the inﬁnit‘e time of death), and the on]y way to silehrllce.'it is to
say something at any cbst, to tell a story” (Blanchot, “Where qu?” 87). This is
Hamm’s dilemma as well. Hamm is fallir_lg ihto the void avn~d','like Malone,
~ realizes that he must say sornething, anything.
In Endngé, Hamm tells stdfies; to fill ihe void, but Clov seems to sense
| the futili‘ton‘f_ such an act. He looks to words ina jdesper‘ate attémpt to find
meaning, yet the “words that remain . . . have nothihg to say” (EG 31). The
'meaningiessness of time also gets caught in the meaninglessness of language, as
when Hamm asks Clov:
H: Yesterday! What does that mean? Yesterday!
C: (violently): That means'that bloody awful déy,_ long
ago, before this bloody awful day. I use the words
you taught me. If they don’t mean anything
anymore teach me others. Or let me be silent! |
(EG 43-44).
Fr_om the very beginning of the play fhe audience understands that Hamm and
jCl(;v no longer valu;_z the concept of time in é world where it .has become
meaningless: “H: What time}is it? C: A; usual” (EG 4) Either there is no time

and Hamm and Clov are trapped in the time of time’s absence, or the concept of

time simply cannot measure their temporal experience. Likewise the audience |
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soon finds out that the languagg itself, whii:h the characters éonstantly uée to fill -
the space of awaiting, has little meaning beyond that of diéfupting the silénce.
Eéslin explains that the reasonllarigua_gc becomes devalued in the theater

of the absurd is because translating a “éerise 'of being” into the language of logic
and' temporal sequence deprives it of its “pristine complexity and poétic truth”;
thus it is only reasonable that “the artist should try to find ways to circumvent this
inﬂuencé‘ of discursive speech and logic” (Esslin 296). He goes on to comment
on thé privilege theater enjoys -- the ability to explore the disintegration of
language with poetic tactics and to go “further than pure ‘p'o'etryl'in 'dispcnsing with
- logic, discuisive fhought, and languagé”{ by explqiting the concrete imagery of the
stage (Esslin_296). The visual aspects of the stage -- lighting, character
movement, props -- add to language and create an interaction that surpassés the
" possibilities of poetry.

By putting the language of a scene in contrast to the aétion,

by reducing it to meaningless patter, or by abandoning

discursive logic for the poetic logic of association or

assonance, the Theater of the Absurd has opened up a new

dimension of the stage. . . . [and] Language appears more

and more as being in contradiction to reality. (Esslin 297) .
By giving ¢xamples of these tactics, and by providing evidence that the text itself
devalues language, I will illustrate how languagé is portrayed as being absent of

R
meaning in Endgame.

While it is impossible, working only with the text, to prove that the

language of a scene is put in contrast to the action, Athanason notes that when

Beckett directed Endgame he marked the pe,rformanc;e with a decided split
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.betw¢en action and speech. In his bbok he alleges that Beckett instructed the
actors: “Never let your changes of positiqn and voice come toge;her. First comes
~(a) the alfered bodily stance; after'it, fglloxi/ing avslight péuse; comes (b) the
correspdnding utterance” (Athanason 26). According to thes¢ instmctigns, not
only is there a rift between' actioﬁ and language, iac-ti_on 1$ more important thaﬁ
language. In an 'essay. >pu‘blish'ed in Modern Drama, Wolfgang Iser observes that
Beckett’s dialogue is marked by 4an indepeﬁdgnce of la_nguage which prgvénts it
from being conceived as either expression or communication (“Dramatic
Language” 255).

. James Eliopufos examines Beckett’s lan_guage' as one that devalues itself
even more closely in his book Samuel Beckett’s Dramatic Langua'ge.8 He also
comments that “mqst of the characters in Bec"kett’s»pl‘ay speak a language that is
not disintegrated” (Eiiopulos 59). True, but in Endgame, even without overt
fragmentation, Beckett is able to devalue ‘la'nguage to a degree that illustrates its
disintegratién and absé’nce of meariing’. Tl‘xis:absence of meaning is evoked by six
charactéfistiés of style: repetition, stichomythia, phatic communibn, intehtiqnal

- dystax, indelicaciés, and absence of language '(sileﬁée) (Eliopulos 60). Of these
Beckett’s repetitive techniques are perhaps the most evident stylis‘tié gesture in the
play. The repetitive echo can bg found in an éxcerpt from the play I used earlier:

C:  1see my light dying

*This study of Beckett’s “dramatic language” is quite detailed and of notable interest. Here I've
provided a short overview of Eliopulos’ study and given an illustration of only one of the six
characteristics. '
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H: Your light dying! Listen to That! . . .
This example seems to evoke diébelief, scorn, 'ahd —p;ity. Although the éffectsof o
repetition are numerous and varied, Eliopulos suggests that one of the réSults»of -\
repétit,ion reiates to the disintegration of linear progression (71).

The abundant repet:i'tions' rginf_orce a Blanchotian principle in Endgame,
that of the time of time’s absence /Where-ac'twions., situations,'-and speech are
infiﬁitely repeatable. Blanchot discusses repetition several tifnes in T, he' Wrifing
of the Disaster. Eaﬂy in the text he offers: “don’i change your thought, repeat it,
'vif you can” '(4)‘. This seems to point toward innovation’s, futility' -- any new
thoughts or.speech acts are likely to4be-as impotent as the last, therefore, one
might as well péssi'vely choose repetition: A few pages later Blanchot defines
“ Repetiti’on as un-power” (Dz:saster 9). This should be é familiar Concept:~the
word repeated ihcessanily u‘nbtil‘,i't ceases to mean. By depriving language of its-
meaning through repetition, absence itself is created. Once lémguagc; ceases to be
the vehicle for r.neaning,i ;he perpetuation.‘of its non-meaning creates an “empty
center of eternal repetition” (Blanchot, Spdce 246). In Endgame it is unpértain
how many “hights” Hamm and Cloy have occupied the stégé. Their routin¢, their
awaiting, seems infinite, and they are méaningiess - “Méan.something! You andA

‘I mean something! (}érief laugh)y. Ah that’s a good one.” According to these
premises, then,‘ the perpetual repetition of the characters’ meaningléss lives

effectively creates an “empty center of eternal repetition” on the stage.
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In Endgame the characters are awaiting the end, but as the title suggests,
there should be_ a game-like quality to the play. Kenner calls the play a game of
sil'ences. (Beckett 157). >Just"as the physicél elements of life are sléWiy eroding, so
is the language. Beckett’s dramatic project-is also moving towe;rd silence. Acr
Without Words, which follows Endgame in t‘he’ GrOye Press publication, hag
eliminated language completely. It has been Said Fhét Beckett is moving toward a
' fgirm of drama where the characters, feet trapped in concrete and mouth gagged,

. “Qill stare at the audience and say nothing”. (Steiner 7). If Ilanguage is devalued,
then silence is revalued. The temptation of language is increasingly silénce.
Steiner posits that the theater of Beckett is hauﬁtéd by the livipg truth that is no
1ohéer sayable (Steiner 52). The_cessation of language‘ becomes the Space where-
;he word no lqnger borders music or radiénce, but night.

The» devaluation of language by disintegratioﬁ and at times gilen;e
becomes the vehicle for one of Beckett’s primary themes -- v?here certainty is
_ ébsent, Iangua‘gé féils to bear definite meanings (Essl_in 57). Endgame is in one
sense a study of the disintegration of the theater. \”By concentraﬁhg on prescntihg
-a “situation of being,” Beckett works toward presenting a drama devoid of plot, :Qf ’
-~ props '(vone of the only decorative aspects of the stégé consists of a painting that |
has been turned'a;ound), of action. Beckett presents physical disintegration on
stage. All of the éharactgrs in Endgame are ailing; Nagg and Nell live in ashbins.

Physical loss, the absence of certainty, the absence of a future, and the absence of
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meaning combine to create a nearly overriding Sens_e‘of' inexpressible
ho.p'elessnes'sl. |

‘Paradoxically, though, Endgdme closely resembles a relj'gious quest. This
‘quest, however, seeks not the redemption provided by some god but the ineffable
(Esslin 291). Clov realizes that ;he world is extinguished; he’s never seen it lit.
Awaiting é red,émption that can never come is pointless. The characters are
- disfigured 'stumps of what humans should, ideally, be. The world they inhabit has
been devastate:d by a tragedy whichh has Igft' nothing bu\t ashes. The "c:haracters' |
have nothing left to lose but an awareness of what is lost. . Like Eliot, Nagg and
Hamm long for the past - they believe that i_t‘ma‘y provide meaning.' In order to
pass the time, to keep the past alive, in order to not forget, they tell stofies.
Alvarez contends that. “poignanéy of the play depepds on'continual'tenéion
between a lost world of fec_:ling, once knowp apd still yearned for, and the
.de.vastate'd present” (90). The audience s?:nses the futility of the situation. These
characters are trapped in a moment, and the past is irredeemab}e. Ruby Cohn
asserts that ther_e is no hoi)e and yet the ‘play goes onv(“_Endg'ame"’ 40). Even th¢
'in;rodgction of 4thle small boy does not provide absolute hope. Ina univéfse
governed by uncertainty it is .impo‘ssilble to ever be certain.. Even if he does éxist,
he orily symbolizes a hope for a future which could ﬁbt be enjoyed. The
characters in Endgame have lost hope for the future, because only the end will

alleviate their pain.
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~ At the end of the play, just before the curtain closes, the scene is quite
similar to the ‘opening scene of the play. “:Thé end »is in the beginning and yet . .
, (EG 69). The audience realizes that nothing has changed, that essentially nothing
~has happened. -Beckett. has created a universe in which there seem.s' to be no hope
whatspever. The endgame the audience witnes.ses does’ not eﬁd in checkmate.

The king' is not toppled and the game‘is not over. “The finite and the infinite
_remain apart jn an unalterable stasis” (Robinson 265). In_Endgqme being born is
entering into a world where one is a merely a playing piece on a chess bo.ard; To
~ use the chess anélogy essgntial to Endgame, we are moved through life'by those
 who are playing the game and at the same time we are prevented from seeing
them. Beckett seems to suggest‘;hat human beings are the playthings of forces
~over which they have no control. We can neither win nor lose, 'bééguse it is not
we who ,a're playing the gamé. At the end of the play nqthing is certain except that
all of our .receiVéd models of redemption have failed.

‘ Cdnffonting the theater of the absﬁrd is confronting this failure. By
(definition, absurdist ‘theater does not generally provide solutions to the situation
presented on stage: Esslin. asserts that the audience members must que'stion' Fhe
-presented reality and create their own solutions, approach their own meanings
(Esslin 305). I;i the theatet of the‘absurd,' the audience is brought into contact
'with

Human beings who in their daily lives confront a world that
‘has split up into a series of disconnected fragments and lost
its purpose, but who are no longer aware of this state of

affairs and its disintegrating effect on their personalities . . .
The challenge [er the audience] to make sense out of what
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appears as a senseleés fragmented action, the recognition

that the fact that the modern world has lost its unifying

principle 1s the source of its bewildering and soul-

destroying quality, is therefore more than a mere

intellectual exercise; it has a therapeutic effect. (Esslin

-302-303) ‘
In this way the “religlious quest” involves the audience members’ respénsibility
for their own redemption, vfor providing themselves with meaning rather than
waiting for meaning to come through a traditional religious or literary experience.
Yet Endgame need not be hopeless. According to Esslin; the hope of
Endgame exists within the “great emptiness of nirvana, ndthingness, of which
Democritus ﬁe Abderite has said, in one of Beéketf’s favorite quotations,
‘Nothing is more real than nothing’” (37)T Now that the pervasive overriding
hopelés_sne'ss of the play has been explored, an emphésis on how the presentation'
of hopelessness creates hope is necessary. I detect profound hope in the play.
The cathartic or therapeutic effects -t}hat’coping with hopelessness creates redeems
the play. Endgame attempts to présent a situation of being that is stripped of the
illusions that make human reality palatable, at times even pleasaﬁt. Pgrception of
the world .stripped of illusion is freedom from’the p,rison“(v)f false reality. The truth
in Beckett is not tfaditjonally optimistic, but it is only from within the prison of
tradiﬁonal models Of. redemption that the play rriay seem ho"peless.
These» tradit‘ionélly redempfive powers are absent in Endgame',and the

audience has been freed from the illusions that such powers exist. The “absolute”

is hopeless but absolute untertéinty is not. In absence is the presence of

possibility. Blanchot’s theory seems to closely resemble 'Becke;tt’s own
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philosophy. AIn Th¢ Space of Literature B}anchot states that “when there is
nothing; lit is this nothing itself that can no longer»be negate‘d‘.» it .affirmvs,/keeps bn ‘
affirming, and it spétes nothingness as its being, the ihertia of being” (110). In
Eﬁdgame Beckett has cre'éted a wasteland marked by absence, one in which -
ai)sence has become its being, the inertia. It is within the time of time’s absence
that that the non-events of the play take place Hamm asks Clov: “‘Do you believe
in the Ilfe to comﬁ_t? 7 tb which élov responds, “Mine was always that” (EG 49).
"Life can neVer'e;(ist in the moment. Life can only ever exist in the next momient °
as our memory of the last. Clov‘é'mbraces absené:_e, at one pdiﬁt he rémérks:
“Better thaI; héthing!"ls it.pqssible?’-’ (EG 59). If, in Eliot, copnécting nothing
with nothin‘g" is a mode of affirmation, j-thén Clov’s statement may be an awareness
of true redemptilon. “While it is easy to interpret this line sarcastically, it possible -
to understand it as a genuine statement of disbelief. Can anything possibly be
better than nothing? |

V. Conclusions

| Possibly. But in fﬁe wasted worlds depicted by.EliOt and Beckett, it -
hardly seems _1ikely. Even though‘ Eliot en_deavor;s to recall the past as a way of
redeeming the future, he concludes his quest for redemption with a retreat into .
" allusive fragments of myth, literature, and religion. In the culminating lihes of
The Waste Land, Eliot’s fragments have d;:teriorateg; from allusions to meaningful
or redemptive models into ones that recall images of death, destruction, purgation, '.

and murderous madness. Ultimately, the poem ¢ulminates with “Shantih shantih
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shantih,”. an appeal fqr “Thev Peace which passeth understanding.” 'T_he poem -
ﬂends, but the search for:redemption co»ntinues.A ‘Likewise, in the final tlableau'of
Endgame Becket‘t presents characters who.ha\_{e speht the entire play awaiting the
end, yet they rgmain, preventing a satisfactory ending. Nothing is final and
“nothing” zs final. For the characters in The Waste Land rénewal 1s uncertain, and
for Hamm, Clov, Nagg, ;md Nell, the end is uncertain.
This uncertainty prevents us from continuing to harbbr tradi_tipnal h}opes..
When one believes in the p.ossibilityvof the absolute and it is conspicuously
absent, one is doomed to an inﬁniteiy repeatéblé search. While Eliot’s poéin
becomes é quest for a traditi_on‘all redempfioh which ﬁgver érrives_ , Beckett
explores the impossibility of any traditional saivation. In his presentation of the
absurd he calls for human beings to develop a new hope. In The Myth of Sisyphus -
Camus addresses this notion by twisting Kierkegaard.:r- “Earthly hope must be
' killed; only then can one be saved by true hc;pe..”. Despite its Christian overtones,
Camus maintains that this cjﬁotation sﬁould instruct us to dismiss traditidnal,
“earthly’? hopes for a redemptive god in order to find the “true hope,” fhe hope
that emerges during the process of trading illusion for clarity. In The Waste Land,
. Eliot begins to ’carvg‘out a space for this “true hope” by-connecting rjothing with
nothing. By the time Endgame is publisﬁed, Beckgtt has buiit a room in this
space. Init his. characters anid the audience face the absence of egrthly reasons to
hope. It is this clarity of fnind which provides for the possibjlity that “true hope”

will soon be uncovered. .
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When The Waste and and ;even Endgame were written, the universe was
pérceived much differently than it is now. In 1'922 the atom was considered to'be
;he smallest particle of matter.l Even by 1958, the echo of the “Big Béng” had not
been discovered in the backgrjou‘nd of the univérse,‘ t'he"‘dark méﬁer”‘ of space
‘was beliéved to be empty, fractal theory did not existl, and no one could even
comprehend the shattering and-djsaséociaiing ‘e‘ffects tﬁat would be created by the
infinitely possible divisions of cyberspace. While moderp art was attémpt-ing 1o
“make ii new,”. science was expanding and redeﬁxﬁng'the universe. Accordi_ng to
my reading of The Wasteland and Endgame, the best way to develop an
u:nderstanding of the world 1s to probe that which is neg:a'ted or absent for answers, -
for a “new hopé,” to enter the space. created by silence and listen for its vqice;
The search for a-fradiﬁonal redemptioh either in the past or in'the future is .futile,.
But exploring that WiliCh fills the space. of ’a‘bsence‘ and understanding the possible -
affirmative quaiities in nothingness -- that wﬁich has been iréditionally Cons_idereq
absent of mganing-- will help to determine a new hope for a new type of

redemption.
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