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Abstract 
 

In this dissertation, I set out to examine the depiction and problematisation of old age in the 

radio art of Samuel Beckett and Wolfgang Hildesheimer. I lay the groundwork for the close 

reading of the radio works of these two writers by surveying both the technological and 

ontological status of mid-twentieth-century radio art and the prevailing associations, 

stereotypes, and definitions surrounding ageing. Drawing on a keen awareness of the 

specificity of radio as an artistic medium and on notions anchored in both chronometric time 

(such as disengagement theory and activity theory) and ‘lived’ time (such as the réveil mortel 

and the idea of old age as the radicalisation of the human condition), I discuss the deliberate 

and recurrent thematisation of old age in the radio art of Beckett and Hildesheimer, as well 

as other important and interrelated concepts such as embodiment, intersubjectivity, and 

meaning-making. Thus, the intriguing link (established by means of the parable) between the 

theme of old age, the philosophical concerns that animated Beckett and Hildesheimer, and 

the unique features of radio is shown to be not the mere fruit of chance but indeed the logical 

outcome of an unassailable theoretical symbiosis. 

 

Keywords: old age, ageing, radio art, Samuel Beckett, Wolfgang Hildesheimer. 

 

Resumo 
 

Nesta dissertação, proponho-me a examinar a representação e problematização da velhice na 

arte radiofónica de Samuel Beckett e Wolfgang Hildesheimer. Os alicerces para uma leitura 

atenta das suas obras radiofónicas são estabelecidos através de uma análise do estado 

tecnológico e ontológico da arte radiofónica de meados do século XX e das associações, 

estereótipos e definições em torno do envelhecimento. Servindo-me de uma  consciência 

clara da especificidade da rádio enquanto meio artístico e de noções ancoradas tanto no tempo 

cronométrico (tal como a disengagement theory e a activity theory) como no tempo ‘vivido’ 

(tal como o réveil mortel e a noção de velhice enquanto radicalização da condição humana), 

debruço-me sobre a tematização deliberada e recorrente da velhice na arte radiofónica de 

Beckett e Hildesheimer, assim como outros conceitos importantes e interrelacionados como 

a corporalidade, a intersubjectividade e a criação de sentido. Assim, a curiosa ligação 

(estabelecida através da parábola) entre o tema da velhice, as preocupações filosóficas que 

animaram Beckett e Hildesheimer, e as características únicas da rádio revela-se não como 

mero fruto do acaso mas sim como o resultado lógico de uma simbiose teórica indiscutível. 

 

Palavras-chave: velhice, envelhecimento, arte radiofónica, Samuel Beckett, Wolfgang 

Hildesheimer. 
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‘À partir de quel âge est-on vieux ? Combien de temps 

met-on à le devenir ? Se peut-il que certains vieillissent 

plus rapidement que d’autres ? À la première question, 

Samuel Beckett aurait sans doute répondu : dès la 

naissance ; à la seconde : toute la vie ; à la troisième : 

qu’est-ce que ça change ?’ 

— Cécile Schenck 

 

 

Aber man kann ja nie wissen: vielleicht hängt ganz 

plötzlich alles davon ab, daß ich weiß, wie spät es ist. 

— Wolfgang Hildesheimer (‘Das Atelierfest’) 
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1. Introduction: 

on the tale of the old man 

 

Buried in the ‘Addenda’ of Samuel Beckett’s Watt is an elegant little poem that consists 

entirely of unanswered questions: 

 

who may tell the tale 

of the old man? 

weigh absence in a scale? 

mete want with a span? 

the sum assess 

of the world’s woes? 

nothingness 

in words enclose? (Beckett 1953, 247) 

 

An ‘emblematic poem’ that Beckett held in high regard, as opposed to the other ‘authorially 

disparaged “Addenda”’ (Gontarski and Ackerley 2005, 227), it stayed with him for decades; 

he quoted it in his correspondence as late as one year before his death, in the context of his 

own ageing and the perceived decline of his cognitive faculties (Beckett 2016, 710 – hereafter 

Letters IV).1 

 
1 Interestingly, in that missive to Jocelyn Herbert on 5 December 1988, the first line is rendered as 

‘Who can tell the tale’ (Letters IV, 710, emphasis added), a variant wherein the sheer impossibility 

of the task at hand is slightly more marked. 
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There is much to be said about these deceptively simple rhyming verses. We can 

discern their origins thanks to the sharp lens of the bountiful genetic criticism that is available 

on Beckett’s work, in this case carried out by Chris Ackerley and S. E. Gontarski: this 

particular poem seems to have been inspired by the King James Version of the Bible, 

specifically by a passage in the Book of Isaiah (Ackerley and Gontarski 2004, 633). Genetic 

criticism also serves to shed some light on important shades of the poem’s thematic import: 

in the ur-Watt, these lines actually belonged ‘to the author’s executrix, Madame Pomedur de 

Videlay-Chémoy […]; a form formerly divine, recalling, in old age and in solitude, the tale 

of an old has-been who might-have-been’ (Ackerley 1993, 178). Moreover, this poem could 

and indeed should also be read as a sort of prescient manifesto, an early formulation of the 

foundational questions that would underpin Beckett’s works for decades to come (Mooney 

1990, 166). We can even point to the intriguing fact that in the French translation all the 

questions are phrased in the simple future tense, as opposed to, say, the more ambiguous 

conditional (for instance, ‘contera’ is used – ‘who will tell the tale’ – and not something like 

‘pourrait conter’).2 

Yet a vital aspect that is rarely if ever remarked upon is that telling ‘the tale of the old 

man’ is put on a par with such herculean undertakings as uttering the unutterable. Indeed, it 

could be said that much of Beckett’s writerly practice after Watt is a sustained attempt to 

accomplish – or, to put it in more Beckettian terms, a sustained failure to accomplish – both 

of these tasks. 

 
2 Beckett 1968, 259. We should bear in mind that the French Watt was translated ‘by Ludovic and 

Agnès Janvier, in collaboration with the author’ (Beckett 1968, 4). 
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But he was not alone: an impressive number of likeminded contemporaries somewhat 

notoriously listed together in Martin Esslin’s 1961 study on The Theatre of the Absurd (see 

Esslin 2014), including the likes of Arthur Adamov, Wolfgang Hildesheimer, Eugène 

Ionesco, Robert Pinget, Harold Pinter, and Tom Stoppard, as well as Beckett himself, seem 

to have thematised agedness in a meaningful way in one if not several of their respective 

works.3 To name only a few examples, older characters populate the worlds of Adamov’s Le 

Ping-Pong, Ionesco’s Les Chaises, Hildesheimer’s trilogy Spiele, in denen es dunkel wird 

(‘Plays in which It Gets Dark’ – hereafter Spiele), Pinget’s La manivelle (‘The Crank’) and 

Lettre morte, Pinter’s A Slight Ache, Stoppard’s Artist Descending a Staircase, and, 

astonishingly, most of Beckett’s works. 

 Upon realising this, an enticing question arose: whether the thematisation of old age 

might be uniquely apt for the parabolic portrayal of a lonely human being’s struggle with 

their condition, defined as it is by finitude. That hypothesis provided the primordial impetus 

for this research project. As I delved into it, I noticed another fascinating correlation: some 

of the more deliberate depictions of old age by those writers are radiophonic works. That is 

the case, for instance, of Robert Pinget’s La Manivelle, Harold Pinter’s A Slight Ache, Tom 

Stoppard’s Artist Descending a Staircase, most of Samuel Beckett’s radio pieces (namely All 

That Fall, Embers, Words and Music, and Cascando), and works by Wolfgang Hildesheimer 

such as Pastorale oder die Zeit für Kakao (‘Pastoral or the Time for Cocoa’ – hereafter 

Pastorale) and Monolog (‘Monologue’). 

 
3 Two other cognate writers, Daniil Kharms and Flann O’Brien (discussed side by side with Beckett 

in Cornwell 2006), are deserving of an honourable mention, as the death of an old person is central 

to the plot of their most famous works, namely Kharms’s The Old Woman and O’Brien’s The Third 

Policeman. 
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Thus emerged the slightly narrower aim of scrutinising the depiction and 

problematisation of old age in mid-twentieth-century radio art. This was still too broad a 

scope. As the dissertation began to take shape, however, it became increasingly evident that 

Beckett and Hildesheimer represented the perfect pairing for this project’s particular 

constellation of operating concepts, as we shall see in subchapter 5.1: they are kindred spirits 

in a number of ways; they wrote specifically for radio at around the same time; and agedness 

in all its guises is a crucial motif for a proper understanding of much of their radiophonic 

work. 

One of the greatest difficulties faced in this research project is not only the fact that 

little or no research has been conducted on the specific correlation it sets out to analyse (that 

is, between the depiction of old age and the artistic medium of radio) but also the problems 

that plague each element of this equation, namely the relative scholarly neglect of radio art 

and the general dearth of literary research on agedness (fortunately, however, the latter has 

begun to be redressed). Before I could pursue my main aim, then, which was to study the 

deliberate and recurrent thematisation of old age in the radio art of Beckett and Hildesheimer, 

I had to clearly define each of those elements. This is the main purpose of chapters 2 and 3. 

In an article written in 2018 for the Harold Pinter Review, I draw on this theoretical 

substratum to carry out a close reading of Pinter’s A Slight Ache. That essay testifies to the 

fact that old age (which I argue is a pivotal theme of Pinter’s radio work) is a most elusive 

concept that may sound familiar and one-dimensional but is in reality an intricate mesh of 

different, often contradictory notions: necessity and contingency, biological fact and cultural 

construct, rooted in the body and yet known to elicit a dualistic logic. A complex subject such 

as old age calls for a mixed approach, and so for the close reading of A Slight Ache I availed 
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myself of notions anchored in both chronometric time (such as disengagement theory and 

activity theory) and, more importantly, ‘lived’ time (such as the réveil mortel and the idea of 

old age as the radicalisation of the human condition) in order to demonstrate the merits of 

resorting to concepts derived from ageing studies for the analysis of the radio works of my 

corpus. 

Those are precisely the concepts that form the cornerstone of the detailed analyses of 

Beckett’s and Hildesheimer’s radio works in this dissertation, and they are discussed in detail 

in chapter 2. In it, we will survey some common notions and stereotypes associated with old 

age, attempt to arrive at a more theoretically grounded definition of it, and canvass different 

working concepts instrumental for the close readings of chapters 4 and 5 derived from 

chronometric and lived-time theories of ageing. 

As for radio, the excogitations centred on that medium evolved to a second hypothesis 

– namely, the question whether the tension between the technical potential for textual 

permanence and the actual reality of textual evanescence that is unique to the particular 

technological state of affairs of mid-twentieth-century radio art might have lent itself 

particularly well to the thematisation of old age (see subchapter 3.1), which in turn may be 

ideally suited to exploit radio’s perceived propensity to foster sensorial and epistemological 

scepticism and to enable the tentative conceptualisation of fantasies of non-embodiment (see 

subchapter 3.2). In chapter 3, we will assess these ideas more fully and articulate them with 

a summary assessment not only of the radio works of Beckett and Hildesheimer but also of 

those by the contemporaneous writers mentioned above. 

Finally, the close readings of the main corpus – that is to say, most of Beckett’s radio 

pieces, namely All That Fall, Embers, Words and Music, and Cascando; and many of 
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Hildesheimer’s radio works, including Das Ende kommt nie (‘The End Never Comes’), 

Pastorale, Die Uhren (‘The Clocks’), and Monolog – constitute the lion’s share of chapters 

4 and 5, and indeed of the dissertation itself, making up as they do nearly three quarters of it. 

In those chapters, we will examine not only ancillary theoretical underpinnings such as the 

knotty notions of corporeality, embodiment, disembodiment, and non-embodiment, vital as 

they are for the discussion of both radio and old age, but also the validity of one of this 

dissertation’s key hypotheses, according to which the thematisation of aged characters in the 

radio works of Beckett and Hildesheimer owes much to the fact that old age may be 

interpreted as the radicalisation of the human condition. 

This insight has momentous ramifications for the problems of intersubjectivity, 

meaning-making, and ontological security, and the writers’ philosophical obsessions, the 

more commonplace associations with old age, and the idiosyncratic medium that is radio lend 

themselves perfectly to a strenuous confrontation with these issues. In the last chapter, we 

will explore the aptitude of the metonymic and open-ended parable to both draw on the 

medium’s strengths and thematise agedness in a duly rich and ambivalent way. By the end 

of this dissertation, the fascinating conceptual chain that links together the theme of old age, 

the philosophical concerns that animated Beckett and Hildesheimer, and the unique features 

of the medium of radio will have been demonstrated to be so sturdy to appear unbreakable. 

 

***** 

 

Before we move on to the dissertation proper, though, some clarifications are in order. Let 

us begin with the terminology related to age. Even though the term ‘old age’ is somehow 
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both slightly more specific and in a sense less rigorous (as well as less neutral, and therefore 

more controversial) than ‘agedness’, I tend to use both more or less interchangeably in this 

dissertation, usually alternating between the two to avoid having the reader come across a 

single word repeatedly within a short span of time. The affinity between ‘old age’ and 

‘agedness’ does not extend to ‘ageing’, a term that is more widely used in age studies in 

general and for example literary gerontology in particular (and rightly so, given their specific 

focus and aims) – the difference being that in the latter notion the emphasis is placed on a 

process, whereas the former concepts denote a state. This is of great import for this 

dissertation, because, as it will be argued, many of the works discussed here lend themselves 

more readily to studies of the idea of being old and its attendant associations than to the 

process of becoming old, which as it happens is currently more researched and better 

represented in literary studies, perhaps partly by dint of the influence exerted by the 

flourishing age studies. 

 Another important aspect to consider is the risk of generalising about old age. A 

parabolic reading of agedness in the radio works analysed in this dissertation (the ‘parabolic’ 

dimension of these works is discussed in subchapter 6.1) lends further credence to Helen 

Small’s excellent dictum (and for that reason repeatedly quoted throughout this dissertation) 

that ‘representations of old age are rarely “just” about old age’ (2007, 182). In that regard, 

we should of course be wary, as Hannah Zeilig diligently points out, of ‘drawing universal 

truths from texts only marginally interested in age’, as is known to have happened to ‘those 

who first examined literature for gerontological insights’ (2011, 22, 23). 

It should be equally obvious, however, that their ‘tendencies towards grandiose 

claims and generalisations’ (Zeilig 2011, 23) do not find a parallel in my close readings of 
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Beckett and Hildesheimer. If I speak of the ‘universality’ of old age in their depictions of it, 

it is not to imply that the writers have successfully distilled the ‘essence’ of old age and laid 

it bare for all to see, but rather to argue that such depictions are in harmony with the notion 

that coming to grips with ageing is key to a fuller understanding of what it is to be human. 

On a related note, it should go without saying, but is best not left unsaid, that everything I 

write in this dissertation about Beckett’s or Hildesheimer’s works refers to their radio art 

alone (unless explicitly stated otherwise, naturally), as my claims are entirely reliant on my 

close readings, which form the bedrock of this research project. 

Speaking of ‘radio art’, this term is strongly preferred to the better-known and much 

more widespread ‘radio drama’ for reasons that are worth explaining at some length. I am 

less than comfortable with using the entrenched but misleading terms ‘radio drama’ and 

‘radio play’; these have always been and still are used (by the BBC itself, for instance), but 

their overreliance on terminology derived from the theatre is to my mind problematic, as 

subchapter 3.1 shows. Their inadequacy – to which some Beckett scholars are alive, at least 

in the context of ‘Beckett’s microphone work’, such as Clas Zilliacus (1970, 224-225) – led 

Beckett to call a given effort of his a ‘radio piece’ instead (Guralnick 1996, 77). Elissa 

Guralnick deems it ‘distinctly, if loosely, musical in connotation’ (1996, 77), but we must 

bear in mind that ‘piece’, somewhat ironically, is also anchored to the theatrical tradition: the 

direct equivalent of that lexical term is included in many European languages’ stock phrases 

for ‘theatre play’, such as German, Dutch, Portuguese, and French. 

Beckett is also known to have used the term ‘radio text’ (Beckett 2014, 63 – hereafter 

Letters III). This also improves on ‘radio play’, but it still has its own problems when used 

to designate not just Beckett’s written words but the work as a whole, due to the way it 



 

9 

 

sanctifies the auteur figure to the detriment of the actors, producers, and engineers that are 

just as responsible for the actual radio broadcasts. I use Beckett’s less contentious phrase – 

‘radio piece’ – every now and then in this dissertation (especially when speaking of Beckett’s 

efforts for the medium), but I usually favour the more neutral variant ‘radio work’. 

As the chapters on Hildesheimer will make plain, however, I have no such misgivings 

when it comes to its established German equivalent: the wonderful word Hörspiel 

(henceforth without italics).4 I find ‘Hörspiel’, which refers to a specific artistic genre that is 

steeped in a both precocious and highly developed radiophonic tradition, to be quite an 

appropriate term for the works of Hildesheimer (as well as for those of many other 

contemporary German radio practitioners, naturally), and for that reason will be resorting to 

it often to refer to his radio art. 

 The absence of lesser-known radio practitioners from the corpus ought to be 

addressed as well. I have no qualms about it, since this dissertation does not purport to 

extrapolate universal truths from the fairly delimited sample of radio art it comments on. As 

a matter of fact, I am in good company: Guralnick had no compunction about acknowledging 

that her book on radio art features ‘prominent playwrights identified as highbrow […] by 

design’ (1996, xi). After all, my intent here is not to provide a representative overview of all 

radio art, but rather to discuss mid-twentieth-century radio’s potential for and concrete 

instances of explorations of the theme of old age and related notions such as impermanence, 

fantasies of non-embodiment, and epistemological scepticism – and it just so happens that 

 
4 The literal breakdown of the word reveals two basic concepts: ‘hearing’ and ‘playing’ or ‘acting’. 

In fact, as the Austrian writer Ernst Jandl pointed out in 1969, Hörspiel – ‘Hör!Spiel!’ – is essentially 

a double imperative (Olbert 2005). Its plural, which will be used occasionally in this dissertation, is 

‘Hörspiele’. 
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the more experimental works written for radio informed by the philosophical concerns that 

moved writers like Beckett and Hildesheimer have the requisite structural and thematic 

affinity with such notions. 

 The importance of radio broadcasts should also be stressed here. They are, after all, 

the true and proper incarnation of radio art, not the much more readily available, but 

potentially very deceitful, words printed on books. It is questionable, if not downright 

dangerous, to rely on the printed page alone, as many experts on radio art forcefully claim 

(see, e.g., McWhinnie 1959, 45, 98, 101, 124, 151; Huwiler 2005, 89-90, 93, 97, 105). 

Once again, Guralnick’s fearless and only half-dissenting view is worthy of note: she 

argues for the legitimacy of reading without listening, and, unlike many a critic who likewise 

adopts such an approach, she does so deliberately, openly, and not without misgivings. 

Guralnick is well aware that she treads a path fraught with peril: she acknowledges ‘the clear 

danger – that in reading without listening, we may overlook the radio in radio drama’, but 

insists that ‘attention to the script’ should guard against such risk (1996, x-xi). 

I sympathise with the notion that a close reading of the radio text does not make for 

a wholly inadequate methodology to study radio art (and indeed my readings, somewhat 

inevitably, frequently hinge on the words themselves rather than the exact manner in which 

they are spoken). However, I also concur with the prevalent idea that radio art can only fully 

come to its own once it is performed and broadcast, and this is why each reading of the works 

dissected in this dissertation is informed by at least one of their respective broadcasts, even 

where this is not expressly stated. The broadcasts that were most instrumental to this research 

project (that is, all of those that are explicitly mentioned at one point, but not all of those that 
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were listened to and studied) are cited in the Recordings section, immediately before the 

Bibliography. 

 The humble footnote is also worthy of mention. Because all scholarly references are 

framed as in-text citations in this dissertation, the footnotes always convey new information 

of some kind. Contrary to what might be expected, the insights they provide a modest lodging 

for are not always extraneous, and sometimes are in fact of considerable import for the 

argument that is being articulated in the main body of the text. The reason why they are not 

always integrated into the latter, then, has less to do with their pertinence or importance than 

with the natural progression of a given train of thought. Instead of roughly yoking each 

argument to the next, I strive to make it so that there is a seamless flow from one to the other, 

so certain observations (sometimes relatively long ones, in fact), useful or curious though 

they may be, cannot be made to fit organically into the main body, yet this does not mean 

that the reader should disregard them. Incidentally, while as a rule they can be found at the 

end of a sentence, the footnotes are usually placed elsewhere whenever they refer to a specific 

word, phrase, or idea, as opposed to the whole sentence. 

Likewise, in-text citations are not necessarily always placed at the end of the sentence 

so that the reader may trace each individual reference back to its source, and also so that there 

is a clear distinction between my claims and those made by the scholars I cite. In order to 

avoid cluttering the text with too many citations, I have sought to combine multiple 

references into a single pair of parentheses whenever possible and only when doing so does 

not hinder the reader’s ability to understand which page corresponds to which quotation or 

paraphrase. The latter condition is of cardinal importance, and it explains why, when 

enumerated, the page numbers of multiple citations of the same work appear not in ascending 
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order but in an order that makes them correspond to their respective quotations or 

paraphrases. 

Still on the subject of references, those pertaining to my own work have to be 

explicitly addressed here. Namely, a substantial number of subchapters, or parts of them, 

have been adapted to be published as peer-reviewed articles. This is always signalled by a 

footnote in the title of the subchapter in question, where the articles (see Bibliography under 

‘Querido, Pedro’) are properly acknowledged, as well as the approximate extent of the text 

that was adapted for them. 

All paraphrases and direct quotations in English derived from source texts whose 

main language is German or French are my own translations, unless otherwise stated. Given 

that every single source is duly referenced, and due to the unwieldy amount of both 

paraphrases and quotations from German-speaking sources in particular, the original German 

phrasing is only reproduced in footnotes either when there is a risk that the translation might 

not do full justice to the original, usually due to the use of a polysemic or otherwise unusual 

word or phrase; or when a key passage of Hildesheimer’s work or thought is concerned. The 

translation of the title of each work that is written in a language other than English and is 

analysed in any detail in this dissertation is shown the first time it is mentioned. 

Finally, and in case the reader is confused by the seemingly erratic use of italics, 

foreign words do tend to be italicised, but not all of them, since the convoluted history and 

bewilderingly (and beautifully) composite nature of the English language causes ‘foreign’ to 

be an especially complicated notion. As a rule, therefore, I only italicise foreign words that 

are attested in English after the year 1755 (if a perfectly arbitrary line in the sand of time has 

to be drawn, it is only fitting that it should coincide with the year of publication of Samuel 
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Johnson’s A Dictionary of the English Language), according to the very commendable work 

that has been carried out by Douglas Harper in his website Etymonline.com. 
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2. On old age 

 

2.1 Associations and stereotypes: kernels of truth in gerontophobic husks 

Before we seek to define old age, it is imperative to take into account its attendant 

associations. To pretend that ageing and old age are inherently or even generally neutral 

concepts would be the height of folly; any attempt at making sense of them must contend 

with the myriad popular conceptions (and misconceptions) that have accrued across 

millennia and can be found in most societies. 

They cannot be dismissed offhand, if only because they matter more for the 

philosophies and literatures of old age than an entry in the most authoritative dictionary or 

textbook might. In fact, more often than not, the philosophies and literatures of old age are 

articulated in response to the commonplaces of old age, be it in ways that perpetuate them, 

that call them into question, or even in a combination of these two tacks (Small 2007, 5; 

Fries-Dieckmann 2009, 184). While such associations may not amount to ‘definitions’ of old 

age, Small points out, ‘they are stubborn attendants on it’ (2007, 3). They have ‘the 

plausibility as well as the reductiveness of cliché’ (Small 2007, 3), and both of these attributes 

help explain their allure; it will not do to succumb to the anti-ageist temptation of dismissing 

them as little trinkets of bigotry. ‘Commonplaces about old age’, after all, ‘are not 

commonplaces for nothing’ (Small 2007, 12). It is important, then, to ask ‘how far 

conventional attitudes are rooted in reality, how far in prejudice and fear’ (Small 2007, 3). 

 While it is not easy to disentangle the countless associations appended to old age and 

rank them according to how benign they may be, it is fairly safe to say that they tend to be 

detrimental. Yet old age is such a knotty subject that any generalising statement about it, 
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even the hedged and widely-held one expressed in the previous sentence, cannot in good 

conscience go unqualified. In this case, it bears mentioning how each negative association 

can easily be coupled with its life-affirming foil: 

 

Thinking about old age has always tended towards extremes of optimism and 

pessimism, often in close conjunction. For every conventional negative association 

of ‘old age’ there is an equally recognizable counter-association: rage/serenity; 

nostalgia/detachment; folly/wisdom; fear/courage; loss of sexual powers and/or 

opportunities/liberation from sex; loss of the capacity or right to labour/release from 

a long life of labour. (Small 2007, 2) 

 

Still, the negative poles of those antinomies usually exert a much greater force of attraction. 

What is more, one of the most significant associations with old age – its thoroughly negative 

(in every sense of the adjective) perception as an antechamber to death – does not really have 

an adequate counterweight, except perhaps in the darkest states of mind, which might regard 

death as a welcome release. Some age scholars naturally warn against too heavy an emphasis 

on death when discussing old age (Scarre 2017a, 5), but the link between old age and death, 

‘inevitable and ever-present’ in ancient art and literature (Parkin 2005, 65) as it is today, can 

hardly be sidestepped. As Christopher Cowley bluntly puts it: ‘Old age is not just another 

stage of life, it is the last stage’ (2017, 203). Cowley goes further and even discusses the 

‘terrible risk’ of accepting a fate that tarries indefinitely: ‘I am ready to die and… I don’t 

die’; when that happens, ‘a new way of coming to terms with being overdue’ needs to be 

found (2017, 204, original emphasis). The pairing of old age with death is not just a 
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conceptual bundle of gloom: it is also – as the later discussion of the réveil mortel will make 

plain – an essential component of meaning-making, in old age in particular as well as in life 

in general (Rentsch 2017, 362). 

 A similarly pessimistic preoccupation related to ageing, but rather less constructive, 

is the idea of the loss of self. For Simone de Beauvoir, the opposite of life is old age, not 

death, because the dead, by definition, have ceased to be: their former identities are secure in 

a way that contrasts with the situation of the ageing subject (1970, 565, 11). The problem of 

the interactional self, that is, its definition through intersubjectivity, or the traditional notion 

that ‘identity is a social accomplishment based on interaction’, is that it is put in great 

jeopardy by the ‘mental and physical infirmity’ that are far from unfamiliar to old age: ‘From 

such a framework those with failing cognitive capacity are considered to be at risk of losing 

their selves’ (Vincent, Phillipson, and Downs 2006, 108, 107). This fear is given radical 

expression, to name one particularly aggressive example, in Philip Larkin’s poem ‘The Old 

Fools’, ‘a potent evocation of the kind of bad old age we might, not irrationally, fear’, because 

‘it would leave us with so radically reduced a sense of our own life’ (Small 2007, 142).5 The 

fact that this ‘hypercognitive view of personhood’ and its grim assessment of the 

consequences of dementia have recently come under fire in academic circles (Vincent, 

Phillipson, and Downs 2006, 107) does little to erase their mark from the mind of the average 

person. 

 
5 In addition, and although it would be unspeakably reductive to read Beckett’s later works through 

this particular lens alone (or even at all in any sustained way), it should be acknowledged that they 

lend themselves to such interpretations (see, for example, Groninger and Childress 2007, 269; White 

2009, 23). 
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Many widespread commonplaces of old age that could be said to be much more 

neutral than this extreme (it is not that hard, after all) are nevertheless dominated by the idea 

of a deleterious state or process. That is the case, for instance, with the notion that old age is 

a time of great, as a rule unfulfilled or unrequited desire – not ‘liberation’ from it. The former 

perspective (arguably less influential than the latter, but still a force to be reckoned with) 

fosters a conception of the aged individual as being ‘apart from humanity’, so when they are 

afflicted by all-too-human yearnings they are likely to ‘scandalise’ (Beauvoir 1970, 9-10). 

For Beauvoir, not all old people are drained of desire, but then ‘they often become caricatures 

of themselves’, the irrational, human-shaped vessels of desire (Beauvoir 1970, 566). This, in 

essence, is the stock figure of the greedy and lustful old man, the ‘senex’ of classical and 

medieval comical drama, in which traditions ‘the term usually refers to a foolish old man’ 

(Mangan 2013, 79). Similar iterations of this stock character in contemporary theatre can be 

found, for instance, in Adamov’s Le Ping-Pong (Adamov 1955, 169), or even in 

Hildesheimer’s Pastorale (the brothers Asbach). Sometimes, however, the idea of being in 

thrall to desire well into one’s twilight years can be portrayed with great sensitivity: to name 

only one example, Guralnick usefully reads Beckett’s Words and Music as a consummate 

expression of ‘the persistence of desire in old age’ (1996, 90). 

This dualistic notion of a tragic disconnect between an ageless mind and an aged body 

is rife and pivotal for a firm grasp of what old age is routinely understood to entail. Thomas 

Cole speaks of ageing as revealing of ‘the most fundamental conflict of the human condition: 

the tension between infinite ambitions, dreams, and desires on the one hand, and vulnerable, 

limited, decaying physical existence on the other – between self and body’ (1986b, 5). 
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That popular perception of ageing individuals as ‘passive victims’ of involuntary 

bodily mechanisms of senescence has been fiercely challenged by age scholars, whose 

concept of ‘body-minds’ underpins their claim that ‘an individual’s culture and psyche and 

age are indelibly, uniquely, preciously embodied’ (Gullette 2004, 161, 138, 177). Indeed, in 

the last few decades there has been ‘a proliferation of theoretical approaches to the body’, 

and in particular ‘[t]he prominence of theories that challenge rationality has played a crucial 

part in the heightened interest in the body’ (Maude 2009a, 2). There is now a stronger 

awareness of the overriding importance of the body, as ‘human beings are regarded primarily 

as biological creatures, subject to biological processes of growth and change’ (Hepworth 

2000, 32), and ‘the human body is the center of our dynamic reality where its natural basis 

and its communicative being are made possible and are mutually related’ (Rentsch 2017, 

354). In truth, however, it ought to be said that the intrinsic worth of the body in the 

conceptualisation of human subjectivity has been acknowledged by influential thinkers as 

amenable to joint analyses with Beckett and Hildesheimer as Albert Camus (2005, 6) and 

Arthur Schopenhauer (Schopenhauer 2010, 123; Janaway 1999, 140). 

Yet, and although it has never been unanimous and is increasingly disputed by some, 

the fact is that ‘[t]he idea of an interior self, the real or inner person different from the external 

appearance, is the dominant “commonsense” one’ (Vincent, Phillipson and Downs 2006, 

107; see also, e.g., Leder 1990, 3, 107-108), and indeed it is ‘endemic in many accounts of 

old age’ (Barry 2015, 136). This association of agedness with a dualist perspective informs 

an important part of the discussion in subchapter 3.2, as well as the close readings themselves, 

especially of Beckett’s radio art in general (chapter 4) and Hildesheimer’s Monolog in 

particular (subchapter 5.6.2). 
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 Going back to Small’s useful list of binary concepts, wisdom – one of the more 

respectable traits associated with agedness – is, even when bearing in mind all the 

conceivable dichotomies of old age (which include those in Small’s sample but greatly 

exceed it in number), one of the few positive concepts with any chance of defeating its dark 

counterpart in the often-merciless court of public opinion. ‘The widespread association 

between aging and wisdom’, Jan Baars writes, ‘has deep historical roots in different 

traditions’ (2012, 214; see in particular Taliaferro and Varie 2017b). 

But even this favourable association is not free from problems: Baars alerts that the 

mere passing of time does not a wise man make, and points to the fact that there is a danger 

of overemphasising the importance of the past in old age to the detriment of the present and 

future (2012, 215, 241). Neither is the wisdom of old age as firmly established as it may have 

been once, according to some authors. Whilst he recognises that ‘the image of old age as a 

period of wisdom’ is still pervasive, Harry Moody laments that modern stances towards 

meaning-making contribute to the perception that ‘[w]e can learn nothing from the old’, and 

this state of affairs ‘deprives old age of any particular epistemological significance’ (1986, 

31, 32). Baars makes a similar point: the attribution of the status of sage to an older person, 

he contends, ‘is most viable in a relatively static society where extensive experience and 

knowledge of the tradition are decisive’, but in recent times ‘this traditional affinity between 

aging and wisdom has been undermined through accelerating change and specialization of 

knowledge’ (Baars 2012, 216), which are enabled, and indeed made inevitable, by the 

dizzying pace of developing technology. Instead, ‘the accumulation of wisdom has tended to 

disappear behind pathological visions of accumulating diseases’ (Baars 2012, 130). 
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We may and perhaps should take issue with the idealisation of the past suggested by 

these assessments – after all, it is incorrect to think that there was ever a ‘golden age’ of old 

age (Thane 2005, 9). However, the latter, more pernicious commonplace of old age 

mentioned in the last Baars quotation is worth exploring at length. It is part of one of the most 

powerful cluster of associations related to ageing, as bitterly fought by gerontologists and 

anti-ageism paladins as it remains unmoved from its pride of place in the popular 

imagination: the perception of old age as a problem, as defined by loss, as indissociable from 

decline. This has been argued to be – at the societal level – a somewhat necessary perception. 

As Christoph Conrad writes: 

 

The attitudinal consequences of the ‘problem status’ of old age are to be seen in a 

broader context. First of all, one should not be too worried about the fact that since 

the late 19th century old age has been increasingly thought, labeled, and treated as a 

social problem […, since] constructing certain life situations as problems is, from 

society’s point of view, a quite normal way to handle them. (1992, 81) 

 

Still, one can deem that phenomenon ‘normal’ (in the sense that it is habitual) but not morally 

defensible as such, and in order for such pragmatic normalcy not to lead to a dangerous 

complacency towards systemic discrimination the empowering injunctions of anti-ageism 

scholars remain valid and indeed important. Many have written on this subject, but perhaps 

few have done so as emphatically as Margaret Gullette, for whom the view that ‘old age is a 

problem’ is itself a problem (2004, 7). In Aged by Culture, she elaborates on what she terms 

‘the master narrative of aging’: one that begins ‘as a story of progress’ and becomes a story 
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of decline, one in which decline is the only ‘truth’, and resistance amounts to mere ‘denial’ 

(2004, 130, 134). This ‘master narrative of decline’ is fed to us from the earliest ages through 

an insidious ‘indoctrination’, and it ‘shapes cognition, worldview, feelings’ (Gullette 2004, 

132, 135, 133). This, in turn, leads Gullette to entertain the ‘provocative proposition […] that 

we are aged more by culture than by chromosomes’ (2004, 101). According to her, one of 

the effects of the internalisation of that narrative of decline include a pernicious and 

increasingly precocious feeling of the nostalgia – which, under the circumstances, amounts 

to ‘a mental injury’ – that causes decline to ‘slid[e] backward down the ladder of years’ 

(Gullette 2004, 31, 33). In Gullette’s opinion, such an ‘ideology’ of decline is best resisted 

by a reaffirmation of selfhood via analysis, rebuttal, narrative, and ‘self-love’ (2004, 135, 

138). 

This dominant narrative is only compounded by widespread ableism, or the 

‘prejudice, stigmatization, negative discrimination, and even oppression aimed at a particular 

person or group of people because of their impairment(s) or perceived impairments’ (Overall 

2017, 16). As Geoffrey Scarre puts it: ‘It is the decreasing ability to pursue one’s ends 

effectively rather than the bare diminution of one’s personal powers that is generally regarded 

as the more salient, as well as the more distressing, feature of ageing’ (2017b, 91). Ageism 

and ableism often work in tandem (Overall 2017, 16), but not always – sometimes, the latter 

is recruited to combat the former. If the claim that people nowadays ‘do not define their age 

in terms of how many years they have lived, but in terms of what they can still do’ (Jansohn 

2004, 1) is to an important extent true, it is not nearly as empowering as it would seem, 

because it amounts to jumping out of the frying pan of ageism into the fire of ableism. 

Moreover, it is a rather misleading statement in that defining old age in ableist terms is not a 
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recent development, but instead something that can actually be found throughout recorded 

history (Thane 2005, 17). 

As for the conceptualisation of old age as decline, regardless of its historical pedigree, 

it is certainly an important feature of contemporary thought and artistic practice. Neither is 

it, as Gullette colourfully puts it, the preserve of ‘high-art melancholics like Samuel Beckett’ 

(2004, 28): Beckett’s joint thematisation of decay and old age (see White 2009) is one of a 

number of possible examples of modern cultural narratives about old age focusing on ‘failure 

and decline, which is one of contemporary Western society’s most prevalent notions about 

old age’ (Fries-Dieckmann 2009, 183). The goal of ‘critical gerontology’, as explicated by 

Zeilig, is precisely to provoke ‘a reconsideration of conventional ways of thinking about age’, 

that is to say, the idea that old age signifies little more than ‘straightforward physical decline 

and decrepitude’ (2011, 8, 30). 

 The key is to find an equilibrium between two views: that a single-minded focus on 

decline is undesirable, being both misleading and nefarious; and that the reality of or at least 

potential for decline can hardly be dissociated from any forthright (and truly useful, it might 

be added) conceptualisation of agedness. Despite the divergent forces behind them, these 

views are perfectly compatible, and indeed equally vital for an accurate understanding of old 

age. It is just as ‘one-dimensional’ to conceive old age ‘as essentially about loss’, since ‘the 

losses in question can take place at any age’ (Cowley 2017, 188, 190, original emphasis), as 

it is disingenuous, if not self-delusional, to suggest that surviving into what is conventionally 

called old age is not correlated with loss and decline of some sort. From a purely statistical 

point of view, the probability of incurring loss is naturally greater in old age (Cowley 2017, 

190). As for physiological deterioration, it seems reckless to disregard the vast scientific 
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evidence showing that a certain decline of bodily and cognitive functions in old age is 

‘normal up to a point’ (Hughes 2017, 56).6 

We ought, then, to separate the wheat from the chaff – the latter being ageism and 

gerontophobia, the former being the grain of truth (the reality of or potential for decline) that 

grants them their power. For instance, Drew Leder points out that ‘[c]ultural prejudices’ play 

a role in the widespread equation of old age with deterioration, but does not lose sight of the 

fact that ageing is indeed ‘often accompanied by a progressive loss of function and 

susceptibility to diverse aches and illnesses’ (1990, 89, 90). For Beauvoir, the balance is 

heavily tipped in favour of the latter fact: in the beginning of La Vieillesse, she considers 

ageing to be defined by an irreversible and detrimental decline, one that brings ‘degradation’ 

to ‘every individual’ that it touches, although she later on acknowledges that this decline is 

sometimes of a more relative nature (1970, 17, 47, 96). Scarre favours an equanimous view 

of decline in old age as largely relative rather than absolute but still a reality (2017b, 92). 

And Elizabeth Barry sees ‘the tale told of the body in literary representation’ as one that 

predominantly features but is not limited to decline, likely a result of both fairly legitimate 

fears regarding ageing – since ‘even the “normal” signs of ageing […] can seem like portents 

of death’ – and the occasional understanding of the situation of the ageing subject as ‘more 

complex’ than total deterioration, punctuated as it is by ‘reprieves’ and ‘strange energies’ 

(2015, 134, 132). 

This brief discussion of some of the more common associations with old age 

illustrates how they tend to be both reductive and not entirely groundless. Influential and 

 
6 See Hughes 2017, 54-56 for a thorough catalogue of many of the – mostly detrimental – changes 

typical of old age. 
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debatable in equal measure, such generalisations loom large in Western art and thought but 

hardly hold up to closer scientific scrutiny. This, of course, begs the question that the next 

subchapter will attempt to address: what does hold up to such scrutiny? 

 

2.2. Defining old age: heterogeneity, ambiguity, meaning-making 

Perhaps we should begin by establishing whether ‘old age’ is a viable concept at all – this, 

as it happens, is a contested notion. As an age cohort, the ‘last tier’ stands out due to the 

heterogeneity of its elements (see, e.g., Jansohn 2004, 1; Setersten Jr. and Trauten 2009, 457; 

Anton 2017, 501; Overall 2017, 27) A particularly striking example of that conceptual 

scepticism is voiced by Conrad, for whom the great socioeconomic discrepancies among that 

cohort ‘make it doubtful whether the term “old age” can still serve as a conceptual roof’ for 

it (1992, 65). That reasoning might prompt an unpalatable (and unsound) suspicion: if 

socioeconomic contrasts in old age already wreak havoc on attempts by the social sciences 

to make sense of that segment of the population, what hope can there be for the humanities 

and the much less quantifiable materials at their disposal? 

The problem, which is as daunting to either of those fields of knowledge as it is to 

any other, is that ‘there is no universal old person’, and old age does not exist ‘in any fixed 

or generalizable form’ (Wilson 2000, 4). From an anthropological perspective, ‘age is a 

universal criterion employed in every known society to differentiate and rank persons’, but 

‘while age is a biological fact of life, it is never merely that’, as it is also ‘socially produced’ 

– that is to say, ‘while aging is a universal phenomenon, its impact and its meaning are 

mediated by economic, structural, and cultural factors’ (Henricks and Leedham 1989, 6, 1). 

In fact, it has been argued that old age as a discrete concept is a cultural construct that is not 
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only perceived differently in different societies but even not necessarily applicable to many 

of them (Wilson 2000, 25-26, 20). Hence the popularity, and justifiability, of what Cowley 

calls ‘the “sceptical position”: that there are so many variations of old age, and of the 

experience of old age, that it makes little sense to speak of old age as a coherent concept at 

all’ (Cowley 2017, 189). 

What is more, both terms inside of the equation of ‘old age’ are fraught with 

imprecision. Small deems the adjective ‘old’ in the context of human ageing ‘highly flexible’ 

and thus ‘unhelpful’ (2007, 3), and Gullette finds ‘age’ to be a ‘maddeningly loose and untidy’ 

term, one which remains very powerfully associated to oldness despite the fact that agedness 

is theoretically not a requisite of age (2004, 104, 105-108). In the 1980s, Cole spoke of ‘our 

current predicament: the absence or inadequacy of shared meanings of aging and old age, 

and the bewildering multiplication and uncertain vitality of new meanings’ (1986b, 4), and 

it is fair to say that, despite the intervening blossoming of age studies, ageing remains a 

problematic concept – and the recent backlash against ‘biological essentialism’ (Small 2007, 

3) only adds fuel to the flames. 

This does not mean we should just throw our hands up in resignation. For the sake of 

clarity (and intellectual honesty), it is vital to make plain, to oneself as well as to others, what 

conceptions underpin one’s thoughts and arguments on a given topic, so it is often necessary 

to settle for a working definition. Small is brave enough to succinctly articulate such a 

definition in the beginning of her book on old age (this despite knowing full well the 

unavoidable limitations of any attempt to do so): ‘“Old age” is defined here as the later years 

of a long life, when there is an inevitable and irreversible deterioration in the organism as a 

consequence of its age’ (2007, 3). 
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Anti-ageism scholars may frown at what they would surely perceive as vassalage to 

the master narrative of decline, but ‘deterioration’ (which, it should be pointed out, does not 

necessarily preclude different lived experiences of that organic decline) is indeed one way in 

which ageing can be defined, or at least a potentially key component of such a definition – 

and, as we have seen, legitimately so (Hughes 2017, 54). For example, two age scholars, 

Chris Gilleard and Paul Higgs, very cogently argue that whilst it has rightly become 

established that ageing is ‘a process distinct from disease’, it is clear ‘that both ageing and 

degenerative disease – that is, the diseases that arise largely after adulthood has been attained 

and that increase in prevalence with increasing chronological age – share common 

pathways’: ‘Rather than assuming that there is as it were a right and a wrong way of ageing, 

a natural and an unnatural way, it seems that we need to recognise that rightly or wrongly 

ageing is a deleterious process with disease as its consequence and not its corollary’ (2017, 

42, 44). 

However, we have also seen that that is not the whole story. So, if old age had for 

some reason to be defined in one word only, a better fit (and considerably less controversial) 

than ‘decline’ would be ‘complexity’. Ageing is perhaps too seldom understood as the 

nuanced, elusive phenomenon it is (Carson 1986, xiii), and certainly this has, on the whole, 

been the case historically (Small 2007, 2). Notwithstanding, ageing is, in fact, an intricate 

affair, which is evident, for instance, in the complexity of the ‘emotional textures of old age’ 

(Mangan 2013, 242; Pachana 2016, 58-59). A proper understanding of ageing requires, for 

instance, the due conceptualisation of time in its different dimensions: Baars explains how 

the loaded notion of ageing, when left unexamined, usually implies a sometimes paradoxical 

mixture of various kinds of processes, such as ‘chronometric’ (related to impersonal, and 
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therefore arbitrary as far as the individual is concerned, age categories), ‘senescing’ (related 

to the ongoing ‘degeneration and regeneration of biological or, in a broader sense, functional 

conditions’), or ‘agentic’, that is, informed by one’s ‘attitudes, life plans, or lifestyles’ (2017, 

78). These multiple and sometimes conflicting meanings are liable to cause considerable 

confusion, which is also mirrored in the fact that ‘in gerontology, unlike feminism, we have 

no equivalent of sex and gender to distinguish between biological and social ageing’ (Wilson 

2000, 7) – at least, of course, in the English language. 

But even biological ageing is noteworthy for its intricacy, even mystery. Ageing, 

Moody states, remains ‘one of the great unsolved mysteries of science’ (2006, 15). ‘How’, 

he goes on to ask, ‘can a process of physiological decline – detrimental to the survival of 

organisms – actually be preserved by natural selection?’ (Moody 2006, 15). No answer is 

given, because none is to be found; Small agrees that ‘[e]volutionary theory removes any 

basis in nature for claiming that old age has a purpose, or is part of a design for our lives’, 

since ‘the physical and mental deteriorations of old age are mostly non-adaptive’ (2007, 271). 

There are a number of different theories that seek to explain ageing, such as genome-based 

theories, non-genetic or stochastic theories, and the Disposable Soma Theory (see Hughes 

2017, 58ff), but all that is clear is that nothing is clear: ‘It is now readily accepted that there 

is no one cause of aging’ (Hughes 2017, 58). 

The complexity of the perennial and unresolved biological puzzle of ageing – ‘do 

organisms age by design or by mistake?’ (Mangan 2013, 183) – carries over to how we ought 

to deal with it, or ‘come to terms with it’, as it is often put. Is old age to be perceived as a 

disease that must be treated, or as the reaching of an endpoint that must be accepted? This is 

not like arguing about how many angels can dance on the head of a pin: after all, as Barry 
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observes, ‘it is of direct and practical significance to decide whether patients in advanced old 

age are best served by treating the physical diseases of old age as diseases, or to relinquish 

treatment and to accept finitude, death by “old age” itself, as was the practice in premodern 

society’ (2015, 134). 

Unfortunately (or maybe just inevitably), there is no one-size-fits-all solution to this 

conundrum, and in this it is something of a microcosm of old age in general. It is defined by 

tension, paradox, and mercuriality. Its juxtaposition of disparate, even opposite forces is 

evident even in the constraints the ageing person faces, which are both contingent (the 

external pressures tied, for example, to social and economic factors) and necessary, that is, 

the ‘existential limitations and vulnerabilities that are inherent in human life and will manifest 

themselves inevitably as people live longer’ (Baars 2012, 243, original emphasis). Focusing 

too much on the contingent aspect of those limitations may yield a stubborn, wrong-headed 

denial of their effectiveness, and obsessing over their existential facet may result in a meek, 

fatalist, wholesale acceptance; for these reasons, it is best to adopt a holistic view of the ‘art 

of ageing’, one which brings together ‘sciences and the humanities, technology and 

expressive creativity, efficiency and reflection, remedy and poetry’ (Baars 2012, 244, 

original emphasis). All of this testifies to ‘old age’s oddly indeterminate status’: it is both 

culturally conditioned and subjective, and ‘neither fully a contingency, nor quite a necessity’ 

(Small 2007, 4, 59) – it is, in a word, an embodied, contradictory, strangely fascinating 

experience (Barry 2015, 136, 145). 

 It is only natural that, given this complexity, agedness and its artistic representations 

are often seen as ‘marked by ambiguity’ (Davis 2006, 185). Gullette, in her anti-ageist zeal, 

may deride the notion of ‘a pseudophilosophical “ambiguity”’ due to the needless 
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concessions it allegedly makes to the master narrative of decline (2004, 134), but in general 

ambiguity is regarded as a defining feature of ageing. A representative iteration of the latter 

line of reasoning is Moody’s observation that ‘the structure of human time is fluid and the 

meaning of aging is ambiguous, subject to interpretation’ (1986, 29) – even if such ‘a sense 

of openness or uncertainty about the meaning of old age’ is sometimes understood to be 

partially determined by sociocultural factors (Moody 2006, 117).7 The ambiguous quality of 

ageing causes it to resist all overarching narratives: in the end, old age amounts to a collection 

of ‘hard questions’ without straightforward answers, and thus a comprehensive account of it 

precludes ‘grand conclusions’ or ‘grand pronouncements’ (Small 2007, 265). 

 Complexity per se, however, while indisputably ever an important factor to take into 

consideration, can hardly be said to be a defining characteristic of anything. The keyword 

that best encapsulates ageing, then, is perhaps another, one that is related and arguably just 

as unanimously associated with the concept of old age in academic discourse: meaning-

making. This is what Baars means by ‘aging as an intentional and potentially meaningful 

 
7 A number of commentators have pointed to what they understand to be the modern debasement of 

ageing, a detrimental development that sets our current nexus of negative associations around old age 

apart from what had been the case in the days of yore, when, in their opinion, ageing individuals had 

access to a more wholesome, close-knit web of shared meanings. Thus, Cole talks about how in ‘the 

past’ the tools for meaning-making were more readily available, namely in the form of ‘religious and 

philosophical traditions which counselled resignation and/or spiritual transcendence’ (1986b, 5), and 

Moody speaks of how traditional societies ‘furnish individuals with a cultural framework for finding 

meaning in their experience’ (1986, 30). Moody considers that ‘[t]hat cultural framework is missing 

today’: ‘modernization has led to a devaluation in the meaning of old age’, which in turn puts us in a 

bind, whereby ‘[w]e are urged to “accept” death as a part of life but we lack any cultural resources 

that might make acceptance possible’ (1986, 12, 33, 35). It is vital to consider these and other 

sociocultural aspects of ageing to arrive at a fuller understanding of that phenomenon, especially 

within the context of ‘the emergence of an aging society’ (Moody 1986, 14) – however, they rarely 

enter into the close readings of this dissertation. For detailed discussions of these aspects, then, 

including ‘covert ideologies’, market pressures, the way those two are combined in the ‘lively and 

profitable anti-aging culture’, and the ‘symbolic capital’ of youthfulness (Moody 1986, 37; Cole 

1986b, 5; Baars 2012, 66; Gullette 2004, 22), see the bibliographical references contained in this 

sentence. 
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way to lead one’s life’, as opposed to the mere, passive experience of biological processes of 

senescing (2012, 5, emphasis added). 

Somewhat paradoxically, whilst meaning tends to be divided into different levels, 

such as individual, collective, and cosmic, a striving towards meaning is usually understood 

as a striving towards unity, totality, wholeness (Moody 1986, 12-15). According to Moody, 

this means that all levels are essential for meaning-making, including the ‘wider cosmic 

setting’ which situates our individual and collective enterprises and impacts on their meaning 

(1986, 14, 15). Hence the common correlation between the search for meaning and the idea 

of transcendence of the self (Moody 2006, 109; Baars 2012, 251). 

As for the link between those two notions and old age, Moody argues that such 

totality, while it ‘may be metaphysically unattainable’, is inevitably sought after, above all, 

in old age, that is, ‘at a point when the task of life is about to be completed’: ‘Old age’, he 

goes on to write, ‘is not simply one more stage but the final stage, the stage that sums up all 

that went before. Here we cannot avoid thinking of life as a whole’ (1986, 16, original 

emphasis). The proximity to death is, as we have seen, strongly associated with old age, but 

it is also crucial to meaning-making (Rentsch 2017, 362). Upon reflection, and in a twist that 

vindicates age scholars and further renders aggressive anti-ageing doctrines and policies 

questionable, the perceived problems attendant on ageing become part and parcel of the 

meaning of life itself. ‘Limits’, Thomas Rentsch states, ‘are constitutive for us, when it comes 

to meaning: limits of the world, limits of life, limits of reason, and limits of language. 

Essential forms of human failure result from a misapprehension of the limits of life and of 

praxis. But these limits precisely open up the ground of meaning of our life-world’ (2017, 

362). 
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 When all is said and done, then, instead of denouncing the ‘perniciousness of ageism’, 

we would do better to utilise the complexity of ageing in our efforts to better understand ‘the 

meaning and value of lives generally’ (Small 2007, 4). As Baars memorably put it: ‘One way 

to approach aging meaningfully would be to see it as a process of understanding what it is to 

be human’ (2012, 242, original emphasis). 

 

2.3. Agedness as theme and working concept 

We have now looked at some of the viable approaches to the seemingly intractable task of 

defining old age. Intellectually defensible though they are, however, notions like 

‘complexity’ and ‘meaning-making’ are a touch too broad to be useful for the analysis of 

artistic works. Instead, the close readings of this dissertation rely on the deployment of other, 

more specific (and thus more fruitful) concepts imported from different theorisations of 

ageing as working definitions of old age. Some of them arose in very particular historical 

contexts, which will be taken into account as we survey the origins and main features of those 

working definitions. Before doing so, it would be best to establish the legitimacy (and indeed 

imperativeness) of looking at depictions of aged characters and the problematisation of issues 

correlated to ageing as significant in and of themselves – in a word, to understand old age 

not just as an abstract notion but also as a literary theme.8 

 As we have just seen, the concept of old age is as fraught with controversy in 

academic discussions as it is mundane in common parlance. That being said, there is little 

use in denying the indubitable reality of ageing. The fact is that it does occur, and its 

 
8 Some of what follows has been adapted into an article that was published in 2018 by the Harold 

Pinter Review under the title ‘Considering Old Age and the Absurd in Harold Pinter’s A Slight Ache’ 

(Querido 2018). 
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biological workings, mysterious though they may be (Moody 2006, 15), are manifold, all too 

real, often detrimental, and yet, to again quote Julian Hughes on this matter, ‘normal up to a 

point’ (2017, 56). Just as importantly, ageing is a potentially universal phenomenon, and 

focusing too narrowly on the (undeniably accurate, but in itself insufficient) conception of 

old age as a sociocultural construct may cause us to ‘lose sight of what it is that old people 

have in common precisely because they are old and despite their differences’, and what might 

be ‘enduring and timeless’ about ageing and old age (Setersten Jr. and Trauten 2009, 468, 

original emphasis; see also Moody 1986, 39; Mangan 2013, 237). 

This gives credence to the many attempts at theorising old age in more universal terms 

(or at least in ways that transcend individual realities), some of which will be delved into in 

this subchapter. Theory is finally catching up with reality, and the budding and ongoing 

debate on the nature, workings, and meanings of old age has thankfully included numerous 

thought-provoking contributions from literary and dramatic criticism, a recent and long 

overdue development (Davis 2006, 21). 

It was not always thus. A superficial diachronic analysis of the relationship between 

old age and Western literary studies reveals a telling paradox: although old age as a theme 

has always been present in the arts (see Thane 2005), its study in literature ‘is a relatively 

recent phenomenon’ (Davis 2006, 21). ‘Literature’, Small notes, ‘has a prominent and 

ongoing tradition of engagement with old age’ – ‘It is therefore the more surprising that so 

few critics have read these works for what they have to say about old age’ (2007, 5). Oliver 

Davis observes that although ‘growing old is, at least in principle, a universal human 

possibility […,] it has remained a minority interest in literary studies, especially as opposed 
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to, for example, the related themes of death and illness and the contrasting theme of 

childhood’ (2006, 10). 

This thematic subordination is partly explained by the fact that the topos of old age 

‘is infinitely adaptable and frequently shades into other motifs’ (Jochum 2004, 18), and the 

reverse is also true: Small very accurately remarks that ‘representations of old age are rarely 

“just” about old age’ (2007, 182). If anything, the nuanced richness and elusiveness of the 

theme of old age actually appears to be a faithful reflection of the general concept of old age 

itself. And just as the age philosopher who is ‘wary of grand pronouncements’ will often 

deem literature ‘as a way out of the reductiveness of theory’ (Small 2007, 265), so too the 

search for the meanings of old age has followed a noticeable and significant trend from the 

natural scientists’ biomedical models of ageing to social sciences and finally to ‘humanities 

disciplines such as history, theology, literary studies and (eventually) performance studies’ 

(Mangan 2013, 28). After all, ‘the central meaning of aging is individual, subjective’, and as 

such it calls for the imagination of literature as much as, if not more than, the scientific 

precepts of medicine (Gadow 1986b, 131-132; Moody 1986, 39). As Davis explains, 

‘ambiguity has long been recognized as one of the defining features of literary discourse’, 

and it is ‘by virtue of this inherent potential, or even predilection, for ambiguity’ that ‘literary 

discourse is particularly well suited to engage with the conflict and ambiguity held by Cole 

and others to be essential features of the human ageing process’ (2006, 187, 188). 

 But how should one analyse the thematisation of old age? In his work on the senescent 

subject in twentieth-century French writing, Davis identifies two main categories of studies 

of ageing in literature: ‘the “late style” approach, which isolates various stylistic features and 

hypothesises about their relation to the age of the writer’, and ‘the character-based approach, 
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which examines the representation of elderly or ageing characters’ (2006, 31). Both of them 

have their limitations, and that is why ‘there would be some merit in a study which combined 

the best features of these two respective approaches: attention to form and to ageing insofar 

as it is figured in the texts themselves’ (Davis 2006, 23). 

 The close readings in this dissertation refrain from speculating on potentially 

autobiographical details, although formal considerations certainly play an essential role in 

them, most notably the works’ medium-specific elements. Thus, the character-based 

approach would seem to be more apt for our purposes, since it deals with ageing ‘as this 

occurs in the text’, although one must beware the temptation to treat characters ‘as though 

they were real people’ (Davis 2006, 23). Luckily, that hazard is unlikely to be incurred in 

works by writers such as Beckett and Hildesheimer. Who would mistake the life-sized 

puppets of Hildesheimer’s Spiele, in denen es dunkel wird for human beings – or the 

characters Words and Music of Beckett’s eponymous work, for that matter? While certainly 

not a negligible factor, psychological realism is hardly the most pressing concern when 

dealing with the radio art of Beckett and Hildesheimer. When not engaging in whimsical 

behaviour that is at odds with conventions of social interaction and language use 

(Hildesheimer’s Spiele are the prototypical example of this), their characters are prone to 

standing in for some philosophical idea, which often enough amounts to the embodiment of 

some transparent or ulterior allegorical meaning (or on the contrary quite manifest, as, again, 

in Beckett’s Words and Music). 

What the latter means, then, is that, following Michael Mangan, besides the habitual 

(and admittedly important) notions of ‘old age as a socio-cultural category’ and ‘old age as 

a lived experience’, this dissertation will also, indeed especially, contemplate ‘old age as an 
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idea’ (2013, 175, original emphasis). The latter is actually the most fitting approach for our 

current purposes, more so than old age as a socio-cultural category – partly because that 

perspective is not always relevant, particularly in the context of literature: ‘[i]n cases where 

the literary portrayal of aging is done for symbolic or other purposes, structural 

[sociocultural] factors may have no immediate import for the way in which it is depicted’ 

(Henricks and Leedham 1989, 8) – and certainly more than old age as a lived experience 

(since the writers studied in this dissertation do not lend themselves all too readily to the ‘late 

style’ approach, a fact that will be broached again later on). As we shall see, in Beckett and 

Hildesheimer old age is often very much an idea in that the stress clearly rests on (rightly or 

wrongly) widely held symbolic associations with ageing – frailty, decline, powerlessness – 

rather than on observations derived from scientific research or even personal experience. 

This is not to say that old age is always thematised by Beckett and Hildesheimer in 

their radio art, or that it is the main theme of every work in which it can be discerned. Still, 

my argument is that old age remains a paramount issue in much of their radio art (especially 

Beckett’s) – this is related to Mangan’s notion of old age as ‘a site’ (2013, 130). In an 

important sense, old age is a hermeneutical master key to many of their radio works, since 

its explication can lead us to a better, more complete comprehension of them. As Theodor 

Wolpers writes: ‘A genuinely literary theme, that is, one significantly contributing to the 

general “meaning” of a work, must be one of the shaping forces and guiding principles of the 

text, not something the critic adds from outside’ (1993, 90; original emphasis). And one of 

the main claims of this dissertation is precisely that old age can and indeed should be read as 

‘one of the shaping forces and guiding principles’ of Beckett’s and Hildesheimer’s radio 

works. What follows now is a brief description of a number of working definitions of old age 
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(according to both chronometric and ‘lived-time’ paradigms), most of which will prove 

instrumental for the close readings of this dissertation’s corpus. 

 

2.3.1. The tyranny of the ticking clock: chronometric theories of ageing 

We have seen in subchapter 2.1 what contemporary age scholars consider ‘old age’ to be. 

But what has historically been meant by that term? Predictably, the possible answers to this 

question defy quantification, but that should neither daunt nor deter us. Firstly, because 

diachronic approaches to common perceptions of old age ‘help us to distinguish between the 

biological and the socially constructed, the inherent and that which is open to change and 

amelioration’ (Shahar 2005, 111). Secondly, because the extent of cultural specificity when 

it comes to ageing can be overstated: as Mangan notes, ‘while historical and cultural 

relativism in the definition of what constitutes old age is real, it is not boundless’ (2013, 25). 

Indeed, considering ‘how much repetition can be found across cultures and across periods, 

concerning the chronological definitions of old age’ (Mangan 2013, 25), it should come as 

little surprise that Pat Thane finds that the perceived onset of chronometric old age has not 

varied much historically, ‘starting at around 60/70 years of age (a perception that has 

remained constant throughout the centuries)’, although agedness seems to have been 

determined across history less by age than by ability, that is, whether a given person can 

support or look after themselves (2005, 17). 

Perhaps more intriguing than the sheer number of those answers, then, or their 

assumed variety, is the faintness of their echo. ‘Age’, Davis writes, ‘has never been more 

than a secondary or incidental concern in Western attempts to theorize human subjectivity’ 

(2006, 10). As Small observes, a ‘[d]irect and sustained consideration of old age has been 
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unusual even in those philosophical contexts where one might expect to find it: arguments 

about lives, persons, morals, reasons, and (less to be expected) metaphysics’ (2007, 6). Davis 

maintains that the ‘refusal to attribute intrinsic meaning to the ageing process is in marked 

contrast to, for example, death’ (2006, 11), and indeed philosophers appear to have always 

been more drawn to the idea of mortality, binary, dramatic, and inconceivable (Bavidge 2017, 

208; Small 2007, 1) – which, despite its mysteries, and perhaps counter-intuitively, is not 

seldom considered to be less alien to life than old age.9 The relative neglect of ageing in the 

conceptualisation of human subjectivity can be found at any given moment in history, from 

the Enlightenment (Rentsch 2017, 350) to contemporary, or at least very recent, academic 

philosophy (Baars 2012, 3); Gullette, writing in the beginning of the twenty-first century, 

was adamant that ageing had been ‘absent from much of the theorizing that has made 

intellectual life so exciting in the past twenty years’, and therefore ‘age remains an 

impoverished concept, partly because of its undertheorized relationship to the body-mind and 

narrative, partly because of its poorly defined relationship to market forces, neoliberal 

politics, and ideology’ (2004, 105, 121). 

 These forceful claims, accurate though they are, ought to be qualified by some 

important caveats. An often-overlooked case in point is what some of the most influential 

religions have had to say about old age for centuries. Given their outsized historical 

importance, it is not an understatement to say that ‘a philosophy of aging would be 

 
9 According to Beauvoir, as we have seen, the opposite of life is old age, more so than death itself 

(1970, 565). Psychoanalysis, which ‘has for a long time been fundamentally indifferent to the ageing 

process’ (Davis 2006, 24), can be argued to be animated by a similar view, judging by Sigmund 

Freud’s claims, made in his seventies, that youth and age are ‘the greatest opposites of which human 

life is capable’ (Freud quoted in Woodward 1985, 140) and that ‘an understanding between the two 

is impossible’ (Woodward 1985, 140). 
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incomplete without considering how aging is perceived in world religions’ such as 

Buddhism, Christianity, Confucianism, Islam, Judaism, and Taoism; after all, they ‘have 

stood the test of time’, and none of them ‘has been shown to be philosophically discredited. 

Each has able, philosophically astute defenders today’ (Taliaferro and Varie 2017a, 112; see 

Taliaferro and Varie 2017a, passim). 

As for the more mainstream varieties of philosophy, we will see shortly that ageing 

was not uniformly disregarded. Small goes further than most age scholars in their defence: 

she explains that she does not set out ‘to “expose” philosophy’s “neglect” of old age’, and 

explores what to her mind are ‘good reasons why academic philosophy has not been more 

attentive to old age’, namely some schools’ need ‘to assume a normative view of persons’ 

(old age having been up until recently, according to this debatable perspective, something of 

an exception) and, in the case of modern thought, ‘the historically recent emergence of 

specialist disciplines for the study of old age’ (2007, 6). 

 This vital development certainly should be taken into consideration whenever 

‘neglect’ of ageing in the modern era is brought up. Already in the late nineteenth century, 

‘old age becomes the business of sociologists, psychologists, doctors, economists and 

demographers’ (Davis 2006, 12). The recent surge of scientific interest in old age has 

materialised into new disciplines, such as geriatrics and social gerontology. The former has 

its origins ‘in the seeming intractability of the illnesses and disabilities of old age’, while the 

latter evolved from modern concerns related to ‘demography and social planning’ (Gilleard 

and Higgs 2017, 31, 38). Social gerontologists originally espoused ‘a fairly pessimistic view 

of the challenges presented by an ageing society’, but later took to focusing on social and 

psychological factors of ageing, or the extrinsic and internalised causes of both ageing and 
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ageism (Gilleard and Higgs 2017, 38, 39). As it happens, there is greater quantity and quality 

of literature on gerontology even from the first half of the twentieth century than is often 

unthinkingly assumed (Freeman 1979, 10-11). 

Significant though these developments are, however, they are of limited interest in 

the context of this dissertation. Medical and social-scientific discourses tend to labour under 

the premise that age is a problem that has to be solved; given this, its antipode, ‘literary-

philosophical discourse’, looks like a more promising avenue of research for our purposes, 

since it, ‘by contrast, is not primarily interested in ways of making ageing easier but is 

concerned, rather, with the question of the meaning of the process’ (Davis 2006, 13). We will 

have the opportunity to discuss the latter kind of discourse later on. Before doing so, however, 

the various brainchildren of medical and social-scientific discourses on ageing – which tend 

to be theories of ageing based on the concept of chronometric time – ought to be given a fair 

hearing, because they too yield concepts that are useful for close readings of artistic works. 

 Baars, who has written extensively on the subject, defines chronometric time as an 

approach to time that ‘consists of counting and analyzing the basic rhythms and developing 

measurements that are based on them, to distinguish years, seasons, days, and hours’ (2017, 

70). It is proper to scientific discourse, but in reality ‘the cultural dominance of chronometric 

time’ is felt ‘not only in scientific paradigms but also more generally, since many processes 

in late modern societies, including important parts of the life course such as education, work, 

retirement, and professional care are organized from the perspective of chronometric time’ 

(Baars 2012, 7). According to Baars, chronometric time certainly has its important uses, but 

it is ‘just one, quite limited, way to conceive time. It has become so important because of its 
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instrumental and calculative qualities, not because it gives any meaningful orientation’ 

(2012, 7). 

 The twin aspects of usefulness and reductionism of this approach are also observable 

in the theories of ageing it has spawned, namely ‘disengagement theory’ and the concept of 

‘life review’ (which will be discussed presently): for Baars, they are problematic because of 

their assumption of ‘a fundamental Logos: a harmonious unity of natural, social, and personal 

factors, repeating itself in time through the generations’ (2017, 72, original emphasis). What 

is more, their explicatory power is founded on another false premise: the proponents of 

chronometric theories tend to wrongly conflate causality with temporality, even though, as 

Baars points out, ‘time by itself does not have any effects’ (2017, 76, 77; see also Baars 2012, 

51). Chronometric time and its attendant theories, then, can be beneficial if drawn upon with 

care, but they remain inadequate and limited, especially when relied on exclusively for 

understanding old age (Baars 2012, 48). Consequently, the prevailing ‘overemphasis on 

chronometric time’ cannot but spell trouble; the ‘pseudo-exactness of chronometric age’ has 

been instrumental, for example, in giving scientific credence to prejudice (Baars 2012, 8, 53). 

 The first socio-psychological theory of ageing was the influential ‘disengagement 

theory’. First formulated in 1960, disengagement theory grew out of The Kansas City Study 

of Adult Life, which set out to test the widely-held belief ‘that society withdraws from the 

older person, leaving him stranded’; instead, the alternative hypothesis put forward was that 

‘the individual cooperates in a process of disengagement which takes place between himself 

and society’ (Cumming et al. 1960, 23, emphasis added). In this study, which is based on 

data derived from 211 participants, a tentative theory of ageing is developed ‘in which a 

disengaging process, which may be primarily intrinsic, and secondarily responsive, leads to 
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a disengaged state’: ‘The individual is pictured as participating with others in his social 

systems in a process of mutual withdrawal, rather than being deserted by others in the 

structure’ (Cumming et al. 1960, 34). ‘The result of the disengaging process’, the researchers 

who articulate the findings of this study conclude, ‘is a more self-centered and idiosyncratic 

style of behavior among the ambulatory aged’ (Cumming et al. 1960, 35). 

 For the architects of this theory, this ‘mutual separation’, inspired and complemented 

by a yearning towards greater interiority as the years go by, ‘is understood to be a natural and 

normal tendency reflecting a basic biological rhythm of life’ (Moody 2006, 8, 9). This 

entwining of old age with the concept of vita contemplativa is, of course, nothing new, and 

neither is the attribution of agency to the disengaging individual exactly unheard of; it can be 

found in Platonic thought (Small 2007, 35), and it often reverberates, for instance, in the 

typical depiction of disengagement in old age found in the Vollendungsroman (Rooke 1992, 

245).10 

Notwithstanding, ‘some gerontologists have criticized the theory of disengagement’ 

(Moody 2006, 9), and rightly so. Its chronometric foundation is a rather obvious target: the 

authors of the study are quite explicit about it, as they hypothesise that ‘disengagement begins 

during the sixth decade’ (Cumming et al. 1960, 34). A related problem is the putative 

inexorability of disengagement: one year later after the first formulation of this theory, Elaine 

Cumming and William Henry expounded on it in a book-length study, wherein they declared 

disengagement to be ‘an inevitable process’, and indeed ageing itself to be ‘an inevitable, 

mutual withdrawal or disengagement’ (1961, 211, 14). This formulation ‘provoked 

 
10 This sense of agency is reflected in the very etymology of the word ‘retirement’, which came from 

Middle French meaning ‘act of withdrawing into seclusion’ (Etymonline, s.v. ‘retirement’). In 

Modern French – retraite – it is even plainer, as the word can signify ‘retirement’ as well as ‘retreat’. 
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immediate controversy because it described modalities as if they were innate, unidirectional, 

and universal’ (Achenbaum 2009, 32), when in fact it seems evident that ‘[d]isengagement 

as a global pattern of behaviour can hardly be called natural or inevitable (Moody 2006, 9). 

Other objections were raised, both at the time and since,11 and early in the 1960s they 

led some gerontologists to subscribe to the precepts of ‘activity theory’, which ‘arose in 

response to disengagement theory’ (Achenbaum 2009, 32). Curiously, ‘the data from the 

Kansas City Study of Adult Life were also used to articulate arguments for the archetypal 

antithesis to disengagement theory’ (Baars 2012, 62). According to activity theory, then, ‘it 

would be both possible and desirable for older people to stay active’ (Baars 2012, 62). It is 

not without its share of advocates, among which, perhaps rather surprisingly, we might count 

Beauvoir herself, for whom an ageing person can only avoid becoming a parody of their 

former self through the continued pursuit of projects (Beauvoir 1970, 567). 

However, the activist way, which is derisively summed up by Moody as ‘keep busy, 

keep active’ (1986, 22), has itself been in the receiving end of a fair amount of criticism. For 

one thing, the activist imperative for older people to go about life with essentially the same 

goals (and energy) as when they were young is surely too taxing and unrealistic to succeed 

or even aspire to (Small 2007, 101-105; Arp 2017, 147). Indeed, an overemphasis on activity, 

function, and ability brings a host of serious problems (Baars 2012, 64, 84), arguably 

contributing, for example, to the dismissal of the potential benefits of contemplation as well 

as to ‘the modern horror of old age, which is a horror of the vacuum – the “limbo state” of 

 
11 Although it should be noted that one contemporary criticism – the fact that ‘the theory evolved 

during the 1950s and reflected social conditions quite different from those today’ (Moody 2006, 9) – 

actually points to a potentially interesting aspect of this theory in the context of this dissertation, since 

most of the works analysed here were written precisely around that time. 
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inactivity’ (Moody 1986, 21, 12). Given that ageism is the bête noire of gerontologists 

everywhere (Davis 2006, 17), this is a somewhat ironic result, and supports Cole’s claim that 

‘ageism and its critics have much more in common than is generally realized’ (1986a, 117). 

Activity as an overriding principle for ageing undermines its own anti-ageist drive – which 

is itself a serious bone of contention.12  

Ultimately, though, the opposing theories of disengagement and activity have, at their 

core, an important similarity: they are useful and reductive in equal measure. On the one 

hand, both are key for a fuller and balanced understanding of old age, since both intense 

activity and detached contemplation have a role to play in ‘the search for meaning in late 

life’ (Moody 1986, 40). On the other hand, a more negative, but just as accurate, account of 

these theories is that neither is adequate on its own: ‘Forcing persons in one direction, either 

toward disengagement or activity, will result in problems’ (Baars 2012, 62). 

But what about ‘life review’, a concept that seems to be much more cherished in these 

academic discussions? After all, it would seem to be a comparatively less controversial 

offspring of chronometric conceptions of time. It is linked to notions such as life cycle or life 

course – both of which, in truth, are somewhat problematic. The idea that old age ‘is a fixed 

stage of life, always part of the natural pattern of things, like birth or death’, has long 

 
12 The fervent critique of anti-ageism – or what has been called ‘anti-anti-aging’ (Vincent quoted in 

Gilleard and Higgs 2018, 9) – in certain academic circles is worth mentioning. As early as in 1986 – 

and in the same collection of essays where Moody wrote that ‘detachment from the world of activity’ 

is indispensable for meaning-making in old age (1986, 21) – Cole wondered whether ageism ‘is a 

useful concept at all’, going on to note that the myth of positive ageing, born of our culture’s dream 

‘of abolishing biological aging’ and attaining a ‘perpetual middle age’, generates greater social 

inequality; makes excessive moral demands of health and self-control; and is ‘politically and ethically 

dangerous’ (1986a, 117, 129, 130, 129). Christine Overall proposes a potential alternative response 

to ageism, a defiant, pre-emptive reclaiming of the label ‘old’ as a self-identifying mark (2017, 26); 

that is of course easier said than done in our current cultural milieu, but it certainly represents a 

healthier attitude than the prevailing ‘cheery attempt to suppress the negative’ (Davis 2006, 31). 
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informed traditional depictions of and attitudes towards ageing, and these can be found in the 

Bible and in the works of writers such as Shakespeare or Cicero (Moody 2006, 5). This way 

of thinking about old age as ‘static’, and the changes pertaining to what are deemed the 

different phases of life as happening between those phases and not within them, might be a 

cultural construct, but there is an intuitive feel to it, which remains widespread today (Baars 

2012, 130). This intuition chimes and is in a symbiotic relationship with historical 

perceptions of time as naturally phased, that is, as defined by both change and the 

repetitiveness of that change; the ‘rhythms of nature’ have long been understood to be 

mirrored in ‘the phases of a human life’ (Baars 2017, 70; see also Moody 1986, 29). 

However, the ‘conceptual incoherence’ that plagues the theory that life is 

fundamentally segmented into different stages means that it does not stand up to the least 

scrutiny: ‘How are life stages, after all, to be distinguished from one another? What about 

the contrasting roles of fate and freedom in the developmental cycle?’ (Moody 1986, 17). 

Even recent refurbishments of the idea of the life cycle suffer from the same basic problems. 

As Davis observes, one of the most well-known instances of this theory – Erik Erikson’s 

‘eight ages of man’, which draws on a time-honoured conceptual scheme but upends it by 

claiming that ‘ageing becomes a meaningful progression through a hierarchy of stages, each 

closer to perfection than the last’ – amounts to ‘a plea for simple optimism rather than a 

serious attempt to render the chaotic diversity of human responses to a complex process’ 

(Davis 2006, 18). Another serious problem with the life cycle is its forced holistic drive: just 

as Erikson’s ‘normative life cycle’ gives expression to our dreams of integrity, an illusion 

‘we desperately want to believe in’ (Moody 1986, 17, original emphasis), the neat, relatively 
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arbitrary subdivision into distinct phases depends entirely on a unifying belief in ‘a 

fundamental Logos’ (Baars 2017, 70). 

Nowadays, thanks to relatively recent interdisciplinary efforts at theorising ageing, 

there is a tendency (or at least an increased potential) to accord it with greater ambiguity, and 

deem old age ‘not as a separate period of life, but as part of the total human life course from 

birth to death’ (Moody 2006, 5). Nevertheless, even something as disarmingly intuitive as a 

linear view of an individual human life entails analogous problems to those of cyclical or 

phased understandings of time. For instance, the teleological nature of a linear conception of 

time also fosters a holistic mindset; yet one thing is to acknowledge that a holistic perspective 

of life is often extolled as indispensable for meaning-making, and quite another is to claim 

that it is actually necessary, in the logical as well as in the more common sense of the word. 

The challenges that arise when discussing the notions of life cycle and life course are 

not dissimilar from those that inhere in life review. This is understandable, since life review 

tends to be associated with a particular phase of the life cycle and to have as its subject matter 

the linear progression of the life course. The conceptual nexus that informs life review is 

made up of a few key notions that share powerful affinities: narratives, meaning-making, and 

ageing. The connection between narratives and the creation and maintenance of meaning in 

general and personal identities in particular is well established, and has been explored by 

such thinkers as Alasdair MacIntyre (Baars 2012, 173-178). As for the correlation of 

narratives with ageing, it is even more firmly rooted in our collective consciousness and 

everyday praxis (Kaminsky 1992, 307). ‘It would be hard to “make sense” of aging without 

stories’, Baars remarks (2012, 182); Gullette speaks of ageing as ‘a set of narratives’ (2004, 

129), and for Zeilig ‘considering narratives of age […] represents one of the most interesting 
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ways of provoking critical thought about ageing’ (2011, 19). As it happens, the perennial 

importance of narratives for a proper comprehension of what it is to age (see, e.g., Hepworth 

2000) has recently led to the emergence of the field of ‘narrative gerontology’ (Zeilig 2011, 

17). Finally, by adding the affinity between ageing and meaning-making (already discussed 

in subchapter 2.2) to this mix, the virtuous circle becomes complete. 

These concepts are further glued together by their common stake in notions of 

temporality and memory. It might be difficult, indeed almost reckless, to disentangle old age 

from the idea that ‘an important part of life has already taken place’ (Baars 2012, 189), and 

an emphasis on the past has always been a vital trope in artistic depictions of agedness – even 

in less conventional modern drama, for instance (Fries-Dieckmann 2009, 194). ‘Old age is a 

time for recapitulating’, as Ronald Carson writes (1986, xii), and the concept of life review, 

or ‘reminiscence therapy’, was, as Moody notes, originally introduced by Robert Butler 

precisely as an ‘interpretation of the phenomenon of reminiscence in old age’ (Moody 1986, 

24). Other, analogous theories have been created since, which invite us, for example, to 

understand the ageing self ‘as a product of practical, situated “biographical work”’, an 

approach that, according to its proponents, allows for and indeed thrives in complexity 

(Gubrium and Holstein 2006, 117-120). In fact, the narrative approach championed by life 

review and its theoretical siblings has been so popular among artists and critics alike that that 

is one of the reasons why I have refrained from exploring it my close readings at greater 

length, preferring instead to shine a spotlight on lesser-known but just as fruitful concepts. 

Still, it bears mentioning that while the idea of life as a ‘meaningful narrative’ 

(Cowley 2017, 198) so dear to and explicitly cultivated by the advocates of life review feels 

intuitive and wholesome, it comes with its share of insidious and nefarious aspects. The bond 
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between ageing and narrative is so instinctively appealing as to seem inescapable: as Small 

observes, ‘[i]t is difficult to think of a literary work about old age that could not be taken to 

illustrate the strengths or the limitations of a narrative view of lives’ (2007, 105). But those 

limitations are in fact there, one of them being precisely the ‘prescriptiveness, or assumed 

validity, of the narrative view of lives in much current writing in the humanities and further 

afield’ (Small 2007, 117; see also Zeilig 2011, 18). The teleological view fostered by ‘the 

temporal logic of narrative’ (Small 2007, 89) is also problematic (Zeilig 2011, 18), as is what 

Moody derides as life review’s potential to become ‘a kind of ersatz spirituality in humanistic 

costume’ (1986, 24). Perhaps more troublesome yet, however, is its ableist tendency to 

overemphasise the idea of progress or, worse still, ‘success’ (Small 2007, 97, 100-102), as 

well as its propensity to instil belief in the frankly remote possibility of such things as 

‘integration, unification, and completion of one’s life story’ (Baars 2012, 196). This 

‘narrative view of lives’ and its attending notions of unity, progress, and completeness is 

eloquently resisted in such works as Saul Bellow’s Ravelstein (Small 2007, 105-106). In the 

end, then, and despite its much-lauded benefits, ‘we also need to be alert to the reductiveness 

of the narrative view’ when approaching a question as intricate as old age (Small 2007, 268). 

Nevertheless, and whilst it is founded on a chronometric (and therefore by definition 

reifying) paradigm, life review has the merit of gesturing towards more personalising or 

existential approaches to old age. While the ‘objectifying and personalizing approaches’ are 

rightly understood to stand in opposition to one another (Baars 2017, 83-84), life review 

could be argued to straddle the two, since the narrativisation of the self is indissociable from 

the personal perspective that is indispensable for an adequate acknowledgement and 

understanding of the existential dimension of ageing (Baars 2012, 7). As it happens, though, 
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this is not unique to life review: even the apologists of theories as thoroughly steeped in the 

chronometric paradigm as disengagement theory occasionally draw on existential or 

phenomenological notions, for example when they conceive of ageing in entirely subjective 

terms, as the perceived shrinking of one’s life space (Cummings et al. 1960, 31). 

This is important, because, as we have seen in this subchapter, a chronometric 

perspective by itself is insufficient to make sense of ageing, or any other human reality, in 

fact. Chronometric time may be defined by exactness, but it is one which is wholly abstract 

and thus not sensitive to the actual experience of time (Baars 2017, 80) – for instance, it is 

essentially ‘based on repetitiveness’, whereas ageing and senescing are ‘changing realities’ 

(Baars 2012, 155, original emphasis). Neither can the idea of mobilising scientific knowledge 

to ascertain the workings of figurative ‘clocks that are intrinsic to human aging’ and that 

might therefore ‘indicate precisely the relative state or phase of the human organism on a 

scale that ranges from birth to death’ be countenanced, given the inherent openness, 

uniqueness, interactivity, and ultimate inscrutability of each human organism (Baars 2017, 

74-76; Baars 2012, 50-52). 

In this context, it is the relatively recently theorised, situated notion of ‘lived time’ 

that comes to the rescue, as its approach (steeped in and indeed born of existential thought, 

and thus key to grasp the phenomenological dimension of ageing) is more concrete and case-

specific than the chronometric one (Baars 2017, 79, 81). It is often maintained, certainly not 

without cause, that the two approaches are not to be deemed mutually exclusive, but instead 

complementary (Baars 2012, 164-166), since a proper understanding of ageing ought to 

attend to both the scientific and the existential modes of meaning (Cole 1986b, 4-5); 

according to Baars, the idea ‘that both chronometric time and a subjectively experienced time 
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must be presupposed and acknowledged’ has been established by thinkers as disparate as 

Aristotle, Augustine, Immanuel Kant, and Edmund Husserl (2012, 157, original emphasis). 

However, bearing in mind the specific purpose of this dissertation (the close reading of 

certain instances of mid-twentieth-century radio art) and the intellectual traditions to which 

the authors that populate its corpus belong, the heightened importance of the concept of lived 

time should be apparent. An adequate understanding of its main principles and problems 

requires us to shift our focus away from the social sciences and to consider certain crucial 

developments in philosophy. 

 

2.3.2. Old via epiphany: lived-time theories of ageing 

It is well-known that literary-philosophical discourse, unlike its social-scientific counterpart, 

is rife with pessimism towards the prospect and reality of old age, both historically and ‘in 

very recent years’ (Small 2007, 5). But this, of course, is something of an oversimplification, 

which itself hides another kind of reduction, one that tells the tale of two extremes rather than 

just the one. Small shows that, ‘[f]rom the very beginnings of philosophy, old age has been 

seen as cause for special optimism and for particular pessimism (often for both)’, and she 

compares the silver linings of Cicero’s stoic musings in De Senectute to the gloomy account 

of the twilight years proffered by the existentialist philosopher Beauvoir in La Vieillesse 

(Small 2007, 7-15). Each perspective illustrates a longstanding tradition with powerful 

stalwarts: in our time, certain psychoanalytical theories to some extent rehash stoic ideals in 

their conceptualisation of old age (Moody 1986, 19), and today’s ‘lively and profitable anti-

aging culture’ (Baars 2012, 66) is complicit with and heavily reliant on such sunny 
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suppositions; as for Beauvoir’s idea of rage without hope (Small 2007, 14), mirror images of 

it can be found in untold artistic works before and since her seminal work on ageing. 

 Of course, no domain of human life can be adequately understood through the brief 

exposition of two opposite perspectives, and old age is no exception. To name one rather 

circumscribed example, this is evident upon examination of the divergent and nuanced nature 

of the views on old age held by classical philosophers such as Plato, Aristotle, and Seneca 

(Anton 2017, 133; see also Anton 2017, passim; as well as, e.g., the first two chapters of 

Small 2007). That being said, it is true that all these thinkers and their followers shared, as 

Baars points out, certain assumptions that are no longer unanimous: 

 

When thinking about the history of old age, it is important to keep in mind that aging 

has usually been seen in connection with the basic assumption that ‘reality’ or ‘nature’ 

will be eternally the same, or eternally repeating itself according to the same basic 

patterns. This conviction reigned from philosophy in its classical form (Parmenides, 

Plato, and Aristotle) and was shared by science and philosophy until the nineteenth 

century. (2012, 130) 

 

‘This’, Baars goes on to explain, ‘is one of the origins of the deeply rooted misconception 

that chronometric age is a reliable indicator of senescing or even aging’ (2012, 131). 

However, the Newtonian notion of the reversibility of time came under fire in the nineteenth 

century, and the rival conception of time as irreversible is in fact closely aligned to intuitive 

perceptions (Baars 2012, 136-139). Still, and despite their obvious significance for our 

attempts at making sense of the reality of human ageing, it is equally plain that these polemics 
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remain in thrall to scientific postulations, with all the limitations that such a concrete and 

narrow scope potentially entails; Baars is surely right to consider that the ‘continuing debate 

over whether time is reversible or irreversible also shows that scientific concepts of time are 

scarcely adequate to understand human temporal experience’ (2012, 142). 

‘Should we then return to premodern narratives about living, aging, and a harmonious 

cosmos?’, Baars rhetorically asks (2012, 149). Hardly: ‘Whereas late modernity has a 

tendency to inflate the idea of individual independence, premodern views of a repetitive 

reality offer little understanding and appreciation of individual uniqueness or of processes of 

social or cultural change’ (Baars 2012, 149, original emphasis). Instead, it would be more 

adequate to ‘turn to those modern philosophers who were concerned with personal 

authenticity’, thus contributing with the key modern ‘notions of authenticity and personhood 

that are crucial ingredients for developing a creative culture of aging’ (Baars 2012, 149, 128, 

original emphasis). These stem from the early-twentieth-century philosophies that privilege 

‘the personal or direct experience of (living in) time’, as explored in ‘the intuitive philosophy 

of Bergson, the phenomenology of Edmund Husserl, and the existential hermeneutics of 

Heidegger’ (Baars 2012, 153). 

 For all their emphasis on temporality, a puzzling fact that has been remarked upon is 

that their philosophical works rarely address human ageing explicitly (Small 2007, 6). The 

absence of old age from canonical phenomenological thought, namely from that of Martin 

Heidegger and Maurice Merleau-Ponty, is particularly baffling (Barry 2015, 135). That being 

said, phenomenological thought remains potentially useful, and is often used, ‘to investigate 

the subjective experience of ageing’ (Barry 2015, 135). Let us then continue to follow Baars 

as he expertly guides us through the history of the philosophical notion of living in time. 
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 The idea of lived time may be strongly associated with twentieth-century 

philosophers, but they too stand on the shoulders of giants. One of their most notable 

precursors was active over one and a half millennia before them: the theologian and 

philosopher Augustine of Hippo, who ‘can be seen as one of the first thinkers who posed 

many profound questions about personal living in time’ (Baars 2012, 150). His trailblazing 

thoughts on time (Baars 2012, 150-152) already provide the impetus to conceive it in two 

distinct planes, neither of them necessarily superior to the other: a transcendental one, which 

‘ranges from the creation of the world until its end’; and a personal one, based on a given 

individual’s experience, whereby time originates ‘in a soul that extends from the present into 

the past and the future’ (Baars 2012, 153). 

 A number of theoretical sparring partners for chronometric time have been devised 

in the meantime, and one of the most influential ones was Henri Bergson’s notion of durée. 

Bergson uses that term ‘to indicate or to evoke the opposite of chronometric time: the inner 

experience or inner flow of time that knows no spatial distinctions or points as are visible on 

the face of a clock’ (Baars 2012, 154). Durée inhabits the realm of intuition rather than stark 

rationality, and in that it is akin to Husserl’s phenomenological approach, which ‘developed 

from his wish to reintroduce concrete, direct experience into philosophy instead of a 

widespread abstract reasoning’ (Baars 2012, 154, 155). Husserl also made a number of 

important contributions to the philosophy of time that are ‘directly relevant for human aging’, 

such as the concept of Wiedererinnerung or ‘re-recollection’ (Baars 2012, 156). Heidegger, 

Husserl’s student, would break with his erstwhile teacher’s conception of time ‘as constituted 

by subjective consciousness’, but that ‘does not mean that his reflective engagement with 

time is less intensely personal’; Heidegger approaches human temporality ‘as a lived 
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intertwining of future, past, and present’ and emphasises the sheer temporality of human 

existence, ‘the orientation toward the future’, and the related notions of ‘Being-to-Death’ and 

authenticity (Baars 2012, 158-160, original emphasis). 

 The flipside to a greater inward focus on personal authenticity, however, is the risk 

of losing sight of intersubjectivity, that cornerstone of meaning-making. Baars claims that 

‘Heidegger’s impressive characterization of human life as temporal Being suffers from a 

dichotomy between personal authentic Being (Sein) versus the inauthentic being (Seiendes) 

of other people’, and thus the German philosopher’s advocacy of ‘a heroic distancing from 

inauthenticity’ forces ‘his concept of Da-sein into a solipsist perspective of the world it finds 

itself in’; identifying social life with ‘the prototype of inauthenticity’ leads to ‘a general 

depreciation of living with others’ and is therefore a prime example of ‘existential solipsism’ 

(Baars 2012, 160-162). This is in clear disregard of what Baars terms the ‘interhuman 

condition’, his proposed revision of the concept of ‘human condition’; after all, ‘lived time 

is also a social and communicative process’, even though this dimension is often overlooked 

in the philosophies of thinkers like Husserl and Heidegger (2012, 203, 163, original 

emphasis).13 

 
13 Attempts to give such primacy to the (ageing or otherwise) self are, unsurprisingly, almost 

invariably frowned upon in the context of age studies, and not uncommonly read jointly with broader 

sociohistorical developments, such as the steady and seemingly unstoppable march of individualism 

in the West – which, in turn, is often attributed to ‘the loss of the “eternal” perspective’ (Conrad 1992, 

77). Moody’s views are relatively representative of the general tenor of the discussion, and he 

articulates them with zeal and zest: he writes at considerable length on the growing separation of 

public and private worlds; the pervasiveness and bankruptcy of what he calls ‘privatism’, ultimately 

‘an unsatisfactory solution to questions about the meaning of life and the meaning of old age’; the 

‘temptations of narcissistic absorption’ as a ‘special peril for old age’; and Robert Peck’s distinction 

between the narcissistic ‘ego-preocupation’ and the more virtuous ‘ego-transcendence’ (Moody 1986, 

23-24, 12-13, 20-21). For a dissenting opinion, see Rentsch’s audacious swim against the 

intersubjective tide: ‘Our life is first and foremost, whether we like it or not, the process of forming 

the singular totality we ourselves are’ (2017, 352). 
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 Be that as it may, the fact is that the philosophers who have pored over the knotty 

issue of subjectivity since Descartes, such as G. W. F. Hegel, Husserl, Heidegger, Beauvoir, 

and Jean-Paul Sartre have contributed with lived-time notions that are helpful to appreciate 

the multifariousness of old age (Arp 2017, 135ff). For example, ‘if we focus less on 

chronology’ and more on the subjective, personal experience of the self, we could reasonably 

equate old age with what Cowley calls ‘irremediable regret’ (2017, 190, 192). ‘Regret is 

common enough, of course, and is part of all stages of life’, Cowley concedes, but he 

continues: ‘At some point in life, however, I come to see the regret as no longer remediable, 

not even indirectly, not even aspirationally. […] And insofar as the object of the irremediable 

regret is central to my identity and self-concept, then this evidence of finality will make me 

old’ (2017, 192). 

Other lived-time definitions of old age might focus on vulnerability and frailty. It is 

of course true that, like regret, ‘vulnerability, the threat of suffering and defenselessness, and 

existential fragility shape all phases of a human being’s life’ (Rentsch 2017, 355; see also 

Gadow 1986a, 238; Baars 2012, 203, 204-205), but it also seems incontrovertible that ‘the 

vulnerability of human life increases as one continues to live in irreversible finite time’: ‘The 

vulnerability of life is not restricted to older people but has a much more fundamental 

significance’ (Baars 2012, 206, 202). The idea of agedness as defined by frailty could be 

complemented by chronometric measurements of time – thus giving rise to the notion that 

‘there is a special kind of vulnerability, of exposure, of solitude, that, if one has reached a 

certain chronological age already, makes one old’ (Cowley 2017, 192, original emphasis) – 

or perceived as entirely separate from it. It can be a grim reality, begrudgingly acknowledged, 
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or it can be conceived of in more positive, even life-affirming ways.14 According to that view 

(which is not championed by anti-ageism crusaders alone), frailty can actually become 

‘essential to the making of a self’ (Gadow 1986a, 243), just as Baars considers that a certain 

‘sensitivity for vulnerability is to an important degree constitutive of the quality of the 

interhuman condition and shapes how and with what intensity we take part in life’ (Baars 

2012, 204, original emphasis). 

 A further possibility is to borrow Heidegger’s existentialist notion of authenticity as 

a building block for a lived-time definition of old age based on a defiant, clear-eyed embrace 

of one’s true aged self – what Hughes terms ‘authentic aging’, as an alternative to the 

infamous and problematic notion of ‘successful’ ageing (2017, 62). Even though it is partially 

inspired by Heidegger (whose emphasis on authenticity, as we have seen, has sometimes 

been associated with the risk of solipsism), Hughes’s concept of authentic ageing stresses the 

importance of intersubjectivity, and actually draws on Heidegger’s thought to support the 

idea that ‘we are interconnected with the world and each other, not just empirically, but 

essentially, conceptually’ (Hughes 2017, 65). It may not ‘provide a unifying concept by 

which to discuss and understand the questions that arise’, and it is ‘not unproblematic as a 

philosophical idea’, but it can be a complex concept that can be useful in our attempts at 

reaching a better understanding of what might be called a philosophy of ageing (Hughes 

2017, 62, 50). In particular, and because of its origins in Heidegger’s idea of anticipating and 

 
14 Sally Gadow writes at some length on how the frailty of ageing can be interpreted in different ways, 

notably from a rationalist or an existentialist standpoint (1986a, 238). The one leads to the dualist 

alienation of the body and ultimately despair (Gadow 1986a, 238-240). The other splinters off into 

two camps: ‘the grim, unsmiling one’ found in the writings of Camus, Sartre, and Beauvoir; and the 

Nietzschean ‘laughing, dancing existentialist’ (Gadow 1986a, 240). It is only the latter that sees frailty 

as ‘an intense experience’, and thus ‘not simply the antithesis of energy’: ‘Frailty and vitality at this 

point are so nearly fused that the contradiction between them is overcome’ (Gadow 1986a, 241-243). 
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properly facing the reality of death (Hughes 2017, 62), authentic ageing is of great interest 

when analysing contrasting stances towards facing ageing and finitude, such as denial or bad 

faith – which are about as plentiful in artistic depictions of old age as they are in real life. 

 A fascinating concept that is intimately related to these cogitations is that of the réveil 

mortel, which can be summed up as ‘the idea of my waking up with the simple but terrifying 

certainty that I will die’ (Cowley 2017, 191). It was Charles Du Bos who penned this pithy 

formulation that describes the instant when a person ceases to simply ‘know’ – or better said 

‘ignore’ – that they will die one day and begins to truly ‘believe’ it (1946, 172-173).15 In 

other words, it consists of the transition ‘between accepting the abstract proposition that all 

men are mortal and reaching the existential realisation that I myself am mortal’ (Scarre 

2017a, 5). In the span of a moment, then, an entire worldview combusts, and another one is 

born of its ashes. This insight, then, is certainly transformative, but not necessarily always in 

the same way: ‘it may lead to a melancholic mood because all turns out to be temporary, but 

it can also lead to a deeper awareness of the intensity of finite lives’ (Baars 2012, 223). 

 Needless to say, Du Bos was not the first to have come up with the idea of the réveil 

mortel. We find earlier instances of it everywhere and in all epochs – naturally with different 

nomenclature, in the rare instances where one is given at all. We can see it at work in the 

Epic of Gilgamesh, which dates back to around 3000 B.C.E. and can be said to include one 

of ‘the earliest recorded theories of aging’ (Achenbaum 2009, 25), or for example in the life 

story of Buddha (Beauvoir 1970, 7; Cioran 2012, 133). Later, the general idea of a wake-up 

call to one’s own mortality found a welcoming home in twentieth-century art and discourse: 

 
15 ‘[L]’expérience du réveil mortel, celle où enfin l’on croit ce que jusque là l’on s’était borné à savoir, 

c’est-à-dire ici à ignorer’ (original emphasis). 
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in the rebellion of Camus’s ‘absurd man’ (Camus 2005, 12), in the thought of E. M. Cioran 

(Cioran 2012, 17, 133), in the plays of Ionesco (Esslin 2014, 154), and so on – it could even 

be argued to be the trigger that sets the process of life review in motion (Moody 2006, 118).  

 What is particularly interesting about the réveil mortel is that it is perfect to convey 

not just an awareness of one’s finitude (this is what is most often understood to do, an 

interpretation that is certainly prompted by Du Bos’s word choice) but also a lived-time 

conception of agedness: the transformative power of that insight could well suffice to mark 

the onset of old age all by itself (Cowley 2017, 191). In a vital sense, then, the réveil mortel 

can be deemed beyond the purview of chronometric frameworks: again, the crux of the matter 

lies not in the passing of time itself – not, that is to say, in quantifiable chronometric time – 

but in the subjective, individually experienced crossing of a line, that ‘between knowledge 

and certainty’ (Cowley 2017, 191). This means that two persons born in the same year could 

conceivably experience the réveil mortel half a century apart, for example. Significantly, that 

grim insight came to Du Bos when he was thirty-two years old (1946, 173), when his brother 

Jean died in the First World War (Mertens 1994, 213). What is more, Du Bos’s theorisation 

of this concept was actually inspired by Théophile Gautier’s realisation at the age of twenty-

nine that one day he would lie down and rise no more, which was tellingly understood to 

signal a change of life phase: ‘“My youth”, he [Gautier] adds, “ended in that very instant’” 

(Du Bos 1946, 172, emphasis added).16 

To be sure, the end of youth need not be understood (and often is not understood) to 

herald old age, and the undeniable tension between the réveil mortel and the chronometric 

 
16 ‘Théophile Gautier raconte quelque part qu’au matin d’une nuit passée dans un patio de l’Alhambra 

à Grenade, il se réveilla avec cette idée : “Un jour je serai couché ainsi et je ne me relèverai plus 

jamais”. – “Ma jeunesse”, ajoute-t-il, “a fini de cet instant-là”’. 
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paradigm is seldom cast in such stark terms as in the preceding paragraph. For Cowley, for 

instance, the réveil mortel ‘launches the beginning of the end, the final phase, although 

presumably if the reveil [sic] takes place in a physically healthy person under 50, she may 

not yet see it as the beginning of old age as such, and so chronology is still relevant’ (2017, 

191). Still, it seems clear that the greater statistical likelihood of loss in later years, or the 

‘dys-appearance’ of the body wrought by senescing processes, are amenable to but not 

necessary conditions of the réveil mortel. Instead, it appears to require little more than 

attaining a certain intellectual and emotional maturity, which can just as easily occur very 

early in one’s life as indeed not at all, even after a century of conscious existence. ‘That life 

is finite is usually not perceived or taken seriously by young people’, Baars writes, ‘but in 

certain situations they may suddenly realize that this is not a condition of aging, but of life’ 

(2012, 223). 

Actually, the last (but far from the least) lived-time conception of old age that will be 

mentioned here requires us to abolish that distinction between ‘ageing’ and ‘life’. It is 

proposed by Rentsch in his intriguing essay ‘Aging as Becoming Oneself: A Philosophical 

Ethics of Late Life’ (2017). His basic argument is that ageing is ‘the process of man becoming 

himself within a finite, unique life-situation’ (2017, 347, original emphasis). For Rentsch, one 

becomes oneself not, as some assume, upon reaching adulthood – ‘On the contrary, this is 

when the complex processes of protecting and testing identity begins’ (2017, 353). According 

to this notion, ‘becoming a human being takes place in aging’: ‘We always exist as a 

temporally finite being, but the process of aging intensifies the experience of finitude’ 

(Rentsch 2017, 355). Since ‘finitude, mortality, and death belong irreducibly to the meaning 

of human life’, and old age is the time of our life when those concerns loom the largest – and 
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when, as a consequence, we are most likely to be keenly aware of them – it follows that ‘[t]he 

process of aging is the radicalization of the basic human condition, since aging can be grasped 

philosophically and anthropologically as an insistent manifestation of the human constitution 

of meaning’ (Rentsch 2017, 362, 356). Despite admittedly being framed in terms that are 

antithetical to the postmodernist motif of the fragmented or plural self that is so pertinent to 

the writers discussed here, this idea of ageing as the radicalisation of the basic human 

condition is of utmost importance to this dissertation; while rarely explored explicitly in the 

close readings, it underlies every single one of them, and it will constitute a pivotal insight 

in chapter 6. 
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3. On radio art 

 

3.1. The ontological insecurity of the mid-twentieth-century radio text17 

It is often sourly remarked about our time, with its brisk pace and information overload, that 

it is characterised by impermanence. For an example of what prompts such distraught 

musings, we need not look much further than the staggering success enjoyed by messaging 

services like Snapchat, which elevate ephemerality to the level of organising principle.18 

According to this view, the popularity of the 24-hour news cycle and social networking 

services like Twitter, along with the slow demise of print culture, are further signs of the 

changing times. 

From a technological point of view, however, worrying about textual evanescence 

must sound a little quaint. While it may be contentious to speak in some academic circles of 

the Internet as an archive, its average user will likely see it as such and no doubt marvel at 

the unfathomable storage potential of the data centres that form part of its physical 

infrastructure. Also, methods of inscription of texts of all kinds have never been so widely 

available, even offline: when so many people carry around a device that can function as a 

notepad, photographic camera, video camera, and voice recorder, there is quite often at least 

the theoretical possibility of rescuing any given text from the oblivion of impermanence by 

recording it in some way or another. 

 
17 Much of this subchapter has been adapted into an article that was published in 2019 by the European 

Journal of Media Studies under the title ‘Mid-Twentieth Century Radio Art: The Ontological 

Insecurity of the Radio Text’ (Querido 2019b). 
18 As ever, of course, what some find baneful is a cause of celebration for others, since many of these 

recent developments can and should be understood as concomitant with, for instance, data privacy 

activists’ ongoing and intensifying fight for the ‘right to be forgotten’. 
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Yet this was not the way of things in Europe back in the 1950s and 1960s, during 

what has been called a ‘golden age’, for British radio art (Rodger 1982, 85; Billington 2007, 

95) as well as for the German Hörspiele (Würffel 1978, 74). Despite then-recent 

technological breakthroughs (most notably the introduction of the portable tape recorder), 

which ‘prompted a rethink of what sound is’ (Kendrick 2017, 16), the fact was that the great 

majority of works written for the medium would be produced and played once, sometimes 

repeated just once a few years later, never to be heard again – not even finding their way into 

print publication, as was much more commonly the case with stage plays. 

What this means is that a keen historical awareness of the radio text’s ontological 

instability (a result of the promise of permanence afforded by the written word and its 

aspired-to recorded performance on the one hand, and the surprising evanescence of the 

materialisation of that text on the other) must inform our readings of the radio art created at 

that time, particularly of the experimental, ‘high-brow’, medium-aware works composed in 

the third quarter of the twentieth century by the likes of Beckett and Hildesheimer, but also 

other well-known, relatively likeminded, and frequently-compared contemporaries (Pinter, 

Pinget, Stoppard), some of whose radio works are here touched upon by way of illustration 

of this subchapter’s points. The main aim of what follows is to offer a theoretical analysis of 

how the abovementioned writers’ concerns with the radio work’s paradoxical status filtered 

down to the very structure and content of their artistic practice. This can only be 

accomplished after examining the technological state of affairs of mid-twentieth-century 

radio and its implications for the creation and reception of radio works. 

 

3.1.1. True essence and pseudo-permanence: on radiogeneity and ephemerality 
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The first thing about radio art that we ought to establish is that it is literally sui generis – of 

its own genre. Ever since it took its first steps as a mass medium, however, radio has 

frequently been considered merely a poor relation of theatre, and often it still is.19 Critics 

often fall into the temptation of contrasting radio with other media, and to describe its art as 

akin to literature, or theatre, or a hybrid of the two, as Andrew Crisell does at one point (1994, 

161-162) – although he does add that ‘it is also important to guard against the notion that 

radio drama is simply the aggregate of literature and drama or that it is the mere adjunct of 

either. Certain of its effects are not to be found in books or theatres’ (1994, 162). Still, it is 

not unreasonable to claim that, ‘[f]rom its inception in the early 1920s, radio drama was in 

direct competition with established theatre drama, and it has always, implicitly or explicitly, 

sought to measure its achievements against those of the theatre, and of literature generally’ 

(Drakakis 1981, 1). This has had far-reaching consequences, and it has taken a toll on the 

development of radio art as an artistic genre in a number of ways: for John Drakakis, the 

evolution of radio art criticism ‘has, in some respects, been hampered by a nagging sense of 

the artistic inferiority of the medium itself’ (1981, 34). 

 There are deep historical roots for radio’s troubled relationship with the theatre. 

‘From the very outset’, Drakakis writes, ‘radio drama insisted upon being judged on its own 

terms, but ironically its appeals, both implicit and explicit, were largely to the courts of 

established literature and drama’: ‘During the first years of broadcasting, presentation seems 

to have been something of a compromise. For example, theatrical conventions continued to 

be adopted, and actors themselves had some difficulty in coping with the demands made 

 
19 There is perhaps no better way to substantiate this point than by noting that the main example 

sentence provided for ‘poor relation’ in Lexico.com currently reads as follows: ‘for many years radio 

has been the poor relation of the media’ (Lexico, s.v. ‘poor relation’). 
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upon them by live broadcasting before a microphone’ (1981, 3, 4). Kate Whitehead notes 

radio’s ‘strong link with contemporary theatre’ and states that the relationship between the 

two media evolved from being ‘parasitic’ to being ‘symbiotic’ (1989, 140). In the United 

Kingdom, for instance, most early artistic works on the radio ‘were either direct outside 

broadcasts from theatres or studio reconstructions of theatrical plays’, and it was only after 

1933, when ‘the BBC was effectively excluded from the theatres by impresarios who feared 

that the new-fangled medium of radio was stealing their audience and depriving them of their 

livelihood’, that the Corporation was forced to create its own variety department, leading 

British radio to truly find its voice (Crisell 2000, 465). And a decade later, as the Second 

World War raged on, radio was still deemed essentially as vapid entertainment, its task being 

restricted to ‘diverting attention from the problems of war rather than attempting to clarify 

them’ (Whitehead 1989, 111). Since ‘the experience of listening to radio drama was intended 

to replicate that of the theatre’, ‘the naissance of radio drama as distinct from theatre for the 

radio was not fully achieved until the 1950s’ (Hand and Traynor 2011, 33). 

 While there is certainly much truth to that, it is reductive and misleading to 

contemplate the history and character of radio in general and radio art in particular solely 

through the prism of the ancient artform that is theatre. In fact, a number of theorists have 

come to the defence of radio and counted the ways in which it is actually superior to theatre, 

among them the celebrated thinker Walter Benjamin. As early as in 1932, Benjamin affirms 

that, ‘in comparison to the theater, radio represents not only a more advanced technical stage, 

but also one in which technology is more evident’; that, unlike theatre, it does not have the 

burden of having ‘a classical age behind it’; and finally, ‘[t]he masses it grips are much larger; 

above all, the material elements on which its apparatus is based and the intellectual 
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foundations on which its programming is based are closely intertwined in the interests of its 

audience’ (2008, 394). ‘Confronted with this’, Benjamin asks, ‘what can the theater offer? 

The use of live people – and apart from this, nothing’ (2008, 394). More recently, Beckett 

scholars have compared radio favourably to theatre and demonstrated that it offers the writer 

a greater control over the performance (Leeder 2017, 274-275) and a more adequate medium 

for silence or the ‘absolute pause’ to have maximum dramatic effect, since radio’s ‘total 

cessation of impulses […] is beyond the reach of stage theatre’ (Zilliacus 1976, 159-160).20 

 This is not to argue that radio is somehow better than the theatre. What is important 

to realise is that the stage is not simply the sum of radio and the advantages of sight, physical 

presence, and so on. Despite the persistence of the narrative according to which radio is 

subordinated to the theatre, which perplexes critics more familiar with the richness of radio 

art – ‘Now, were theater fundamentally superior to radio (as a diamond, for example, is 

superior to glass), this state of affairs would be perfectly reasonable. As things stand, it is 

perfectly irrational (Guralnick 1996, 153) – such reasoning is hopelessly flawed, since these 

are clearly distinct artforms, each with different traits, conventions, challenges, advantages, 

and semiotics: ‘Each medium brings its own particular strength to the dramatic form’ (Hand 

and Traynor 2011, 33). 

In fact, given its peculiarities (including, but not limited to, the fact that it is an aural 

and monosensory medium), radio, like any other mode of artistic expression, lends itself 

more to certain formats and creative practices and less to others. When a given radio work is 

 
20 See also Regal 1995, 40-41 for similar and further points in favour of radio as opposed to theatre, 

in the context of a discussion of Pinter’s radiophonic artistic practice. However, as far as authorial 

control in radio art is concerned, the unidirectional nature of the radio broadcast ‘denies the speaker 

any control over the reception of his or her words’ (Boyce 2009, 54) should also be borne in mind. 
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in harmony with – or, even better, draws considerable force from – the medium’s 

idiosyncrasies, then, it can be said to be ‘radiogenic’. There is evidence of a critical awareness 

of radiogeneity already in the infancy of radio: ‘In a 1926 article titled “Wanted: A Radio 

Shakespeare!” Radio Broadcast critic John Wallace took up the aesthetic prospects of the 

“radio play”’, and ‘this wisdom was oft-repeated in radio circles throughout the 1920s, with 

commentators regularly citing the need for content and presentational strategies specifically 

adapted to the perceived demands and possibilities of their medium’ (VanCour 2018, 45). 

Early on, Shawn VanCour writes, these commentators understood that ‘radio demanded new 

content and presentational strategies distinct from those that had come before’: ‘As Kate 

Lacey explains, “radiogenic forms” were understood by their contemporaries as “broadcasts 

that recognized, celebrated and exploited radio’s distinctive qualities”, pursuing methods 

specifically tailored to the medium’s electric sound technologies’ (VanCour 2018, 45, 46).21 

This last aspect is key, because indeed it is impossible to speak of what is ‘proper to’ 

the medium of radio and its art without taking technology into account. After all, any inquiry 

into the nature of radio art of any period cannot but be undergirded by the realisation of just 

how dependent it is on contemporaneous technology (Lewis 1981a, 4). This has always been 

the case, and necessarily so – from the first steps of aural broadcasting of drama, with the 

invention of the electrophone in 1881 (Crook 1999, 15) to the post-war technological 

revolutions brought about by such new technical devices as the audiotape (Frost 1999, 313) 

and the transistor, which ‘allowed radios to be constructed which used less power, were more 

 
21 Ironically, even in discussions of radiogeneity the theatre looms large: besides being a source of 

artistic growth and part of a concerted ‘effort at cultural legitimation’, discourses on radio specificity 

also served the nonnegligible economic purpose of defusing tensions with theatre ‘by minimizing 

perceived competition between the two media’ (VanCour 2018, 67, 100). On the impact of economic 

forces on the ‘structured and structuring’ concept of ‘radiogénie’, see VanCour 2018, 46-48. 
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reliable, and most important of all, were much cheaper and smaller’ (Crisell 1994, 29).22 

These shifts are mirrored in, and in fact often preconditions for, the ongoing creation, 

continuous refinement, and even stylisation of radiophonic effects, partly because natural 

sounds tend to become less evocative due to overuse (McWhinnie 1959, 85-86, 78). 

The aesthetic implications of such technological developments must also be taken 

into account, since ‘it is always technical possibilities that inspire the artist to new forms’ 

(Arnheim 1936, 130); after all, as Rudolf Arnheim rightly observes, ‘authors of manuscripts 

adjust their plots not to what might be done, but to what can be done’ (1936, 130). 

Significantly, for instance, the building of a nationwide VHF/FM service in the United 

Kingdom in the 1950s meant that such a key stylistic device as deliberate silence could now 

be employed with greater confidence: ‘Programmes could now be heard as intended. A 

symphony concert, or the subtle sound complex of an All That Fall, could now be judged as 

recorded; its delicate pause pattern could emerge as a pause pattern rather than empty spaces 

at the mercy of interference’ (Zilliacus 1976, 24). And of course, the reverse of the medal – 

that is, the notion that early radio art ‘was hampered by inadequate technology’ (Drakakis 

1981, 6) – is just as important to bear in mind. For example, Arnheim, writing in a time before 

stereo sound, comments on how ‘for the microphone the distinction between left and right 

simply does not exist!’ (1936, 54); monaural sound can convey distance but not direction 

 
22 A thorough history of the development of radio lies somewhat beyond the remit of this dissertation, 

but the excellent work on this subject that has been carried out elsewhere informs this discussion as 

well as most other chapters. For a brief explanation of the technological evolution from crystal sets 

via valve wireless to transistors, see Crisell 1994, 11-12. For a handy timeline with key dates in the 

technological development of recorded sound, see Crook 1999, 37-40. For an interesting breakdown 

of the history of sound art into six epochs, see Crook 1999, 21-29. For an in-depth analysis of the 

British context in particular, see Asa Briggs’s authoritative series on The History of Broadcasting in 

the United Kingdom, reissued by the Oxford University Press in 1995. 
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(Arnheim 1936, 55), and this has noteworthy consequences not only for the reception of radio 

art but also, by extension and just as importantly for our purposes, for its creation. 

Another essential feature of radio art is its ephemerality, or ‘the fleetingness of radio 

broadcast, which, once out on the airwaves, begins to disappear with each successive 

utterance’ (Gilfillan 2009, xx). Yet, for many scholars, the ephemerality of radio works does 

not hold a candle to the evanescence of sound itself. Crisell speaks of ‘the epistemological 

unreliability of sound’ (2000, 467), and for Ulrika Maude sounds, despite their physical 

origin, are ‘transitory and ephemeral’, which makes hearing ‘a duplicitous sense’, one that is 

‘more prone to miscalculations than vision’ (2009a, 57-58). Unmitigated by the kind of 

technology available to us today, the inscrutability of sound – or its ‘ontological ambiguity’, 

as both Frances Dyson and Clive Cazeaux termed it (Dyson 2009, 10; Cazeaux 2005, 172) – 

has historically caused the aural to be deemed unfit for epistemological study; for Maude, 

this goes some way towards explaining the long tradition of ‘the association of vision with 

knowledge […] in Western thought’ (2009a, 118). 

Naturally, Maude, Dyson, Cazeaux, and others take exception to such a rationale, and 

argue for a more complete, and by extension more sympathetic, understanding of sound. For 

example, Dyson takes issue with the dismissal of sound not only as an epistemic object (under 

the influence of post-Enlightenment thought) but also as a technological object, specifically 

in the modern context of contemporary sound theory (2009, 27).23 Also, Cazeaux, in his 

 
23 The assumption that sound has historically been neglected by theorists is quite recurrent in sound 

studies but far from uncontroversial: for a refutation of ‘occularcentrism’ or a ‘visualist bias’ in 

modernity to the detriment of sound and hearing, see Curtin 2014, 8; see Lagaay 2011, 59-60 for 

similar remarks on voice in particular, as opposed to sound in general; and see Kendrick 2017, 1-10 

for a balanced perspective that straddles the line between these views and Dyson’s exhortations 

against ‘sonophobia’. Whatever might have been the case historically, that sort of ecumenical stance 

is certainly widespread in contemporary discourses in sound studies: as Lynne Kendrick points out, 
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phenomenological study of sound, stresses that what is routinely seen as the ‘incompleteness’ 

of radio art turns out to be ‘instead the gap or opening wherein invitational relationships 

constitutive of a work’s expressive potential can be constructed’ (2005, 166-167). 

Nevertheless, and despite the fact that perceived failings of sound in general and radio 

art in particular can be and have been celebrated as strengths (see, e.g., Arnheim 1936, 133-

203), often at the core of such arguments still lies the notion that sound is ephemeral and thus 

ontologically unreliable. It bears mentioning that this is not a unanimous perspective. 

Jonathan Sterne, for instance, writes eloquently against the notion of a transhistorical and 

essentialist account of sound’s ‘special’ nature (2003, 14-19; see also Kendrick 2017, 11). 

Sterne draws on the work of Rick Altman, whose terms ‘historical fallacy’ and ‘ontological 

fallacy’ describe early film critics’ efforts to disregard the element of sound by making 

transhistorical and essentialist claims based on concrete historical practices (Altman 1980, 

14-15). Still, it is safe to say that today, even with the benefit of ubiquitous modern sound 

recording technologies, most people still think about sound as more ephemeral and 

epistemologically slippery than sight, for instance, and this was all the more so in the 1950s 

and 1960s. 

It is not surprising, then, that early radio, relying almost entirely on live transmission 

as it did in its early years, was perceived as ‘an especially ephemeral medium’ (Cohen, Coyle, 

and Lewty 2009, 2). Since ‘there were no pre-recorded programmes’, whatever came out of 

the radio ‘was heard and then it was gone’ (Maude 2009b, 124). Such ‘dissipation of waves 

in space’ means that ‘that very radio presence that so fundamentally marked the decades of 

 
there is little to be gained from pitting aurality against the visual, or any other sense, for that matter 

(2017, 1, 12). 
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the 1920s and 1930s’ will forever be inaccessible to us (Cohen, Coyle, and Lewty 2009, 2, 

original emphasis). This merely aggravated the long-standing neglect of aurality in artistic 

practice (Khan 1992, 2), which would only begin to be addressed once the appropriate 

technological means became widespread; as Douglas Khan points out, the ‘modern artistic 

fixation on sound’ was enabled precisely by the fixation of sound, and ever since that was 

achieved ‘the connection between sound and technology has endured’ (1992, 5). 

The arrival of inscription technologies brought great changes not only to subsequent 

radio practices but also to the perceived stability and epistemological currency of sound. 

After all, ‘the historic breakthrough represented by sound’s capture and retention’, 

consolidated by a number of technologies that were invented in the nineteenth century (the 

phonograph, the graphophone, the gramophone), ‘brought permanence and repeatability to 

what had once been “evanescent and singular”’ (Halliday 2013, 14); what Dyson calls ‘the 

miracle of the phonograph’ gave sound materiality, ‘perdurability’, and ‘three-

dimensionality’ (2009, 47). Most importantly, the inscription of sound allowed it to be 

reproduced at will, as well as manipulated in many different ways. What is more, radio’s 

interest in the inscription of sound was partly motivated by self-preservation: in her study 

The Wireless Past, Emily Bloom writes that ‘the fear of obsolescence that haunts radio in the 

1950s’ led to ‘a concomitant impulse toward archivization’, and it took on that new role as 

archive or repository with relish, as a way to shore up its deteriorating cultural capital (2016, 

158, 129).24 

 
24 In fact, this drive towards archivisation was so overwhelming that ‘the BBC was initially less alert’ 

to the tape recorder’s other advantages that could improve on the radio practitioner’s habitual toolkit, 

‘preferring to think of the tape recorder less as a means of creating the performance than as a means 

of storing it’ (Frost 1999, 313). Yet the aesthetic potential of recording technologies was not lost on 

theorists such as Arnheim, who already in 1936 was writing on the subject (1936, 128ff). 
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Strangely, though, this momentous technological breakthrough took its time to add a 

sense of permanence to sound art. Even well into the 1950s and 1960s, repeats of radio 

broadcasts were not common practice: most of them were allotted a ‘single broadcast’, 

‘followed by one solitary repeat performance’ (Rodger 1982, 155). Naturally, this vanishing 

act was widely regarded as an ‘inherent drawback to radio drama’ (Carpenter 1996, 243) – 

indeed, ‘one of the major fears of creative writers’ concerning radio was ‘that their work for 

radio would just be sucked in by the air waves and never heard of again’ (Whitehead 1989, 

86). As Paddy Scannell points out, the single programme ‘has no identity: It is a transient 

thing that perishes in the moment of its transmission’ (1995, 8). 

The merciless insubstantiality of radio art reception can be better understood through 

a first-hand account of it. David Pownall, a prolific radio practitioner active in the last third 

of the twentieth century, has written on his personal experience with the intangibility of radio 

art and the discouraging faintness of its echo. Having had his first radio play produced, 

Pownall was distraught to find that ‘there was no response’, as though it had fallen ‘into a 

bottomless abyss’ (2012). Listening to it on the radio on his own gave the experience no 

sense of fellowship, and the lack of critical reactions added ‘to the odd feeling that nothing 

had happened’ (Pownall 2012). When later works did generate a response, it was 

‘fragmentary, desultory’, and Pownall found that the only way to endure that ‘disheartening 

evaporation’ was to write for himself alone (2012). 

Other ways of granting radio works a more permanent status fared little better. 

Concerns with the ‘very little critical attention [that] was being directed at this work’ in the 

1950s and 1960s (Whitehead 1989, 90) – which was still a reality decades later (Priessnitz 

1981, 28) – were not greatly allayed by the possibility of print publication or stage adaptation. 
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The transition into print – or, to a lesser extent, ‘the dubious prize of being transferred to the 

stage’ (Guralnick 1996, 153) – was a privilege accorded only to the extremely select few 

radio works that entered the canon, and ‘it was not until BBC Publications began to branch 

out from journals into books in the 1960s that scripts began to be published on a more regular 

basis’ (Whitehead 1989, 91). Even so, and as late as in the 1980s, ‘the very small number’ of 

radio plays published meant that radio art’s textual impact was ‘minimal’ (Priessnitz 1981, 

30, 31). The situation was not and has not been much different in Germany, since the printed 

Hörspiele have always made up a tiny minority that is quite unrepresentative of German radio 

art as a whole (Huwiler 2005, 97). To this problem we must add the fact that print media are 

often deemed a rather poor means of representation of aural works anyway (see, e.g., Huwiler 

2005, 97; Perloff 1999, 249).25 

An audio recording, of course, is a different matter altogether, mitigating as it does 

the ephemerality that is typical of a performative art in a way that is particularly adequate to 

a monosensory medium like radio: ‘the ability to preserve recordings has the effect of 

converting the performance itself into something approaching the permanence of print, 

whereas in the theatre each performance is unique’ (Drakakis 1981, 28-29). Yet scholars 

intent on analysing radio works which were broadcast but not published will often run into a 

stone wall, ‘for such recordings do not exist’ (Priessnitz 1981, 32): ‘Writing in 1972, Paul 

Thompson […] estimated at the time that the BBC preserved only 1 per cent of recorded 

material’ (Bloom 2016, 130). Neither did the establishment of a Sound Archive do much to 

 
25 For similar views on the medium specificity of radio art, which are admittedly framed in the 

narrower context of a discussion of Beckett’s radiophonic practice, see subchapter 4.1.1. For differing 

views, which cautiously argue for the adequacy of the printed page for radio works, see Guralnick 

1996, xi; Raban 1981, 81, 89. 
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stem the tide in the specific context of the United Kingdom, for example, since ‘most 

broadcasts continued to go unrecorded or the recordings were destroyed’ (Bloom 2016, 130). 

In an important sense, then, the unnerving impermanence of the radio archive meant that 

radio art itself remained uniquely susceptible to ephemerality. To make matters worse, the 

flames of ‘the fear of obsolescence that haunts radio in the 1950s’ were being incessantly 

fanned by ‘a changing media environment in which older sound technologies such as radio 

were being eclipsed by newer audio and audio-visual technologies’, such as television 

(Bloom 2016, 158, 128-129). 

In his 1959 treatise on radio, Donald McWhinnie delves at some length into this 

paradox, that is to say, the impermanence of radio art at a time when ‘the magical device of 

electro-magnetic tape-recording and editing’ was already one of the radio writer’s tool of 

choice (1959, 107). As we have seen, the performance of aural art, as always and more or 

less by definition, ‘is ephemeral, it dissolves as soon as it is heard’ (McWhinnie 1959, 43); 

the problem in the 1950s, writes McWhinnie, was that radio broadcasts were rarely repeated 

– unlike theatre plays or film screenings – and not available ‘as and when you wish’ (1959, 

99) – unlike today’s podcasts, for instance. Even written scripts would often succumb to the 

same fate, as ‘a prodigious number of scripts’ simply vanished into oblivion (McWhinnie 

1959, 152). Because ‘the radio writer may see his work disappear like a stone in a pond’, 

McWhinnie is led to infer that radio art must be ‘unique in its quality and rewarding in itself, 

regardless of material considerations’ (1959, 156, 157). This thankless work required a 

special kind of selflessness and intrinsic motivation, and indeed McWhinnie, writing from 

the vantage point of the temporal and spatial epicentre of the British golden age of radio, was 
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confident that were it not for the continuous commitment of ‘a great many devoted 

practitioners’, radio art ‘could easily disappear altogether’ (1959, 184). 

McWhinnie very correctly pointed out that while ephemerality was the concept that 

best described ‘Sound Radio’ at the time when he was writing his 1959 book The Art of 

Radio, that was ‘not necessarily a permanent condition of radio, but simply a condition 

brought about by immediate demands and policies’ – for example, he lauds Richard Hughes’s 

suggestion of broadcasting a deserving radio programme ‘every night for at least a week’ 

(McWhinnie 1959, 99). The fact remains, however, that, as we have just seen, ‘[l]ittle effort 

was made to preserve the content of broadcasts, even once the technology existed’, and for 

this reason, and somewhat counterintuitively, ‘radio has been as ephemeral historically as 

were its original productions’ (Cohen, Coyle, and Lewty 2009, 2, 7). 

This proves Bloom’s point (expressed in the context of her analysis of Beckett’s 

Krapp’s Last Tape) that ‘sound preservation technologies are not, in the end, capable of 

protecting against either technological obsolescence or the ephemerality of memory itself’ 

(2016, 153-154). It also attests to the danger of ‘technologically determinist’ views: as Khan 

notes, the ‘mere availability’ of the magnetic tape recorder ‘did not spontaneously engender 

an art appropriate to it’ (1992, 12). Neither did inscription technologies immediately do away 

with that feeling of evanescence (Drakakis 1981, 29), which in fact we still associate with 

radio to this day, despite all our recording technologies and archival possibilities. The 

question is, how did the experience of being exposed to (and, more importantly, wading into) 

this netherworld of pseudo-permanence influence the budding radio practitioners of the time, 

including Beckett and Hildesheimer? The answer is twofold: on the one hand, it called for 
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formal simplicity and intelligibility; on the other hand, and in an apparent contradiction, it 

encouraged them to thematise ambiguity. 

 

3.1.2. Centrifugal forces from common sources: on intelligibility and ambiguity 

The perceived duplicitous nature of sound (and by extension radio and radio art) played a 

vital role in the quest for intelligibility. Crisell’s claim that sounds, without being 

accompanied by vision, ‘are not easily recognized and can mislead us as to what they 

represent’ (2000, 467) is corroborated by McWhinnie’s assertion that natural sounds (as 

opposed to sound effects) are ‘extremely difficult to identify’ on their own, that is to say, 

without visual context or ‘divorced from the text’ (1959, 79, 80). This is why ‘acousmatic’ 

sound (that is, sound whose original source is hidden), according to scholars like Brian 

Keane, is said to be defined by ‘ontological uncertainty’ (2014, 179), and why radio is still 

today regarded by certain critics as an ‘illusory’ and ‘insubstantial’ medium (Branigan 2008, 

20, 245; see also Campbell 2009, 152).26 These beliefs were widespread in the middle of the 

twentieth century, held by radio professionals, critics, and audiences alike, and this is part of 

the reason why sound art in general and the medium of radio in particular have been so 

suitable for the exploration of the idea ‘that any sense of epistemological surety is 

illusionary’, as the French polymath Marcel Duchamp did in his innovative sound work 

(Adcock 1992, 126). 

 
26 As we have seen, not all experts agree that sound be an inherently unstable signifier, or a historically 

neglected one, or even one with any special inherent properties (see, e.g., Sterne 2003, 14-19); in this 

regard, Steven Connor’s observation that ‘[i]n a predominantly oral culture, for example, hearing may 

seem to bring direct apprehension of divine presence, whereas sight is liable to bewilder and delude’ 

(2015, 180-181) is especially opportune. Arguably, however, for the purposes of this dissertation, it 

is less important what sound ontologically is than what it is perceived to be in modern Western 

societies, not least by the radio practitioners commented on here and their contemporary audiences. 
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What is curious about radio art is that, although its reliance on sound alone might 

make it an intrinsically challenging endeavour for its listeners, such difficulty of proper 

comprehension is compounded by the fact that radio listening has historically been a 

background rather than a main activity (Hand and Traynor 2011, 35), especially ever since 

the emergence of the revolutionary technology of the transistor in 1947 (Crisell 1994, 28-

29). What is today more or less a given about radio was also true and already evident in the 

1930s, when Arnheim remarked that radio ‘encourages the mind to wander’ and thus ‘tends 

to become the auditory foil of daily occupations, attracting sporadic attention, but not really 

commanding its audience’ (1936, 8) – around that time the BBC began to conduct audience 

research, and so was forced to acknowledge ‘that people did other things while they listened 

to the radio’ (Chignell 2009, 100). This traditional function as ‘sonic background’ has led 

radio to be ‘often referred to as a “secondary” medium’ (Chignell 2009, 99). The parallel 

activities, allied with the almost inevitable distractions around the radio listener, means that 

the broadcast ‘usually manages to gain only half the listener’s ear’ (Arnheim 1936, 268). 

This is unfortunate, because, as Hugh Chignell states, radio art demands ‘the full 

attention of an active audience’ (2009, 9). Radio is a ‘coercively temporal’ medium (Perloff 

1999, 249), and the listener must be willing and able to invest a considerable amount of time 

and energy – as Pownall notes, no one will ‘sit down and listen to bad radio the same way 

they’ll sit down to watch bad television’ (2012). McWhinnie in particular is keen on stressing 

radio’s elitist bent, considering it to be unsuitable for idle enjoyment because ‘the best of its 

creations demand conscious attention, not blank-minded acceptance’ (1959, 43); for 

McWhinnie, the ideal audience of radio art is proactive and intellectually curious, and for 
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that reason it ‘will inevitably be a minority one’ (1959, 18, 26, 156).27 For Crisell, the radio 

listener is at once ‘blind’ (and thus reliant only on the sense of hearing for the decoding of 

external stimuli), ‘absent’ (that is, ‘not where the play is being performed’, and thus 

‘surrounded by the distractions of their own separate environments’), and, lacking as they 

are in ‘a highly developed sense of occasion’, ‘exacting in that they need not sit the play out, 

they can simply switch it off’ (1994, 145). 

This extraordinary cluster of traits ascribed to the radio audience, combined with the 

intrinsic fleetingness of the spoken word, begged for a more palatable content (Hand and 

Traynor 2011, 41). So, radio art adapted, developing what Stanley Richardson and Janel 

Alison Hale term ‘an economy of effects not essential in the novel or the stage play’ (1999, 

273). According to Richard Hand and Mary Traynor, this involved the formulation of certain 

narrative conventions in order to ‘compensate’ (a somewhat derogatory but commonly-used 

verb in this context) for the peculiar nature of radio art transmission and reception: ‘Narrative 

structure tends to be uncomplicated, involving few characters, and the language is 

descriptive’ (2011, 36). This was necessary in order to mitigate the perceived limitations of 

radio, such as the ‘temporal pressures’ of broadcasting and the overtaxing demands of the 

aural on the listener’s memory (Drakakis 1981, 32; Richardson and Hale 1999, 273). 

VanCour demonstrates that these pressures and concerns coalesced into a few core 

principles of intelligibility for early radio art, which included ‘aural intelligibility’ and ‘sonic 

parsimony’, two principles adapted from radio music (2018, 100, 73, 95). Intelligibility, then, 

 
27 This is perfectly illustrated by the BBC’s attempts, ‘at least until the late 1930s’, to have its listeners 

ration their consumption of radio, as it were: ‘The idea was that people should not have the radio on 

all the time; “tap listening” was discouraged. Radio should be used as an occasional resource (like 

going to the theatre or a concert), and listeners should plan their weekly listening by consulting Radio 

Times, which contained the BBC’s weekly program schedules’ (Scannell 1995, 7-8). 
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became ‘unquestionably a chief concern of radio producers for both musical and dramatic 

presentation throughout the 1920s’ and thereafter (VanCour 2018, 120). Evidence of this 

drive towards intelligibility when writing for radio can often be discerned when comparing 

radio works to stage plays penned by the same writer. Pinget’s La Manivelle and Lettre 

Morte, published a year apart and often republished together by Minuit, are a good example 

of this: though the style is rather similar, the structure and themes of the radio piece are 

manifestly simpler than those of Lettre Morte.28 

We can also see VanCour’s principles at play in radio works by Beckett, Pinget, 

Pinter, Stoppard, and Hildesheimer. Despite its relatively large cast, Beckett’s All That Fall 

strives towards aural intelligibility in that there is no overlap between characters’ speeches, 

and the identity of the interlocutors of each interaction is almost unfailingly properly 

signalled for the benefit of the listener. Pinget’s La Manivelle,29 Pinter’s A Slight Ache, 

Beckett’s Embers, and Hildesheimer’s Unter der Erde (‘Under the Earth’) and Hauskauf 

(‘House Buying’) actually combine aural intelligibility with sonic parsimony, since they all 

feature a small cast of two (when we exclude potentially disembodied voices and silent 

characters) and no overlapping lines. With its convoluted structure, rather undifferentiable 

cast of male main characters, and elaborate aural illusions, Stoppard’s Artist Descending a 

 
28 An analogous observation has been made by Esslin, who considers that Beckett’s most renowned 

works written in French for the stage in the 1950s (such as Waiting for Godot, and Endgame) do not 

really compare in terms of complexity with its contemporaries Embers or All That Fall (2014, 53-

54). However, in Beckett’s case this is a slightly problematic claim; I briefly address it in footnote 

70. 
29 This work is known in the English-speaking world in the guise of Beckett’s free translation, The 

Old Tune, which is ‘included in all collected editions of [Beckett]’s drama, as “An adaptation”’ 

(Ackerley and Gontarski 2004, 420). Although it is true that a vast number of details are transposed 

to an Irish reality, calling it an ‘adaptation’ somewhat overestimates Beckett’s input (see Smart 2014, 

538 for an example of this), and indeed is contrary to his own assessment of it (Ackerley and 

Gontarski 2004, 420). 
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Staircase (hereafter Artist) is actually a fine example of a work that openly and joyously 

flaunts the principles of aural intelligibility and sonic parsimony – yet it does so knowingly, 

parodically, and, as we shall see presently, not without allaying its intricacy with the help of 

listener-friendly stylistic devices, namely repetition. 

The abundant recourse to repetition – that indispensable staple of oral cultures, since 

it functions as a mnemonic device and therefore as a partial antidote to the ontological frailty 

of the spoken word – is a particularly conspicuous marker of this drive towards formal 

simplicity. For instance, it can take the form of an insidious recurrence, such as the different 

hues of the manifold allusions, subtle and overt, to the theme of sterility found in All That 

Fall (see Stewart 2009, 172) or indeed in works such as Die Uhren. More explicit repetitions 

are also pervasive: notice the cars passing by in La Manivelle and the attendant protests by 

the mishearing old men, Flora’s reiterated depictions of the matchseller as old and harmless 

in A Slight Ache, Henry’s ritualistic summoning of sounds and voices in Embers, the 

magnetic tape loops heard throughout Artist, and the musical interludes in Pastorale. The 

latter example might serve as a reminder of how, in many cases, we even find actual musical 

leitmotifs, such as the ‘old tune’ that always follows Toupin’s reminiscing in La Manivelle, 

the famous use of Schubert’s Death and the Maiden in All That Fall, or the omnipresent 

droning sound of the sea in Embers. 

In radio works with undeniably complex formal structures, such as Stoppard’s Artist, 

repetition often functions as an in-built solution to help the listener navigate the plot’s 

intricacies. Stoppard’s radio work gravitates around a mysterious recording of a fatal 

incident, and a probe into the circumstances and motivations of the characters involved leads 

to a series of flashbacks, which are then progressively unwound back to the starting point – 
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that is to say, the plot is circular in shape (Guralnick 1996, 35). But when the characters 

repeat themselves and each another (and they often do so), they do this not only to emphasise 

the circularity of the plot, or to lessen the strain on the listener’s overexerted memory, but 

also to shed some light on the plot itself (Guralnick 1996, 36ff). For example, certain details 

find themselves foreshadowed (or echoed, depending on whether we follow the chronology 

of the events as they unfold in the radio work or as they originally happened): Donner’s fall 

to his death is primed not only by Sophie’s own (which, again, actually occurs first) but also 

by his own stated fear as a young man of dying ‘ridiculously’ (Stoppard 1994, 148, original 

emphasis). 

Complexity – the arch-enemy of distracted ears deprived of physically and sensorially 

stable signifiers – is also tempered by repetition in plays praised for their thematic as opposed 

to formal intricacy, such as Beckett’s Embers. Less accessible than All That Fall, the Irish 

writer’s previous attempt for the airwaves, it is suffused with seventeenth-century 

philosophical ideas (Frost 2014, 257), yet just like its predecessor, whose soundscape is 

haunted by a multitude of echoes (Zilliacus 1999, 307-308), in Embers complexity is 

counterbalanced by a myriad of repetitions: virtually all of the protagonist’s many commands 

and shamanistic summons are repeated at least once; half of his never-ending story consists 

of iterations; and even the sound effects and flashbacks, sparse as they are, have a perennial 

quality to them. Besides serving their main dramatic purposes, these repetitions do not merely 

give the listener some cognitive respite but also inculcate certain images and effects, thus 

improving the auditor’s comprehension of the work. 

Intelligibility, then, was an unavoidable factor to take into account by radio art 

practitioners active in the beginning of the second half of the twentieth century (McWhinnie 
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1959, 108). For instance, Beckett, who ‘was no novice in wireless and recording 

technologies’ when he began to write for radio, seems to have ‘privileged narrative continuity 

and linearity in his radio plays’ at least partly as a result of his awareness of ‘the BBC’s fear 

of radical experimentation’ – in this he was in harmony with the producer of the first 

broadcast of All That Fall, McWhinnie, who ‘expressed strong reservations about […] the 

prioritization of sonic experimentation over the script itself’ (Morin 2014, 4, 5, 2). 

Significantly, Embers, a radio piece where repetition plays such a critical role, was Beckett’s 

attempt at writing a work more radiophonic than its predecessor, All That Fall (Frost 2014, 

256). Even more tellingly, that first radio piece may itself have been the result of Beckett’s 

deliberate decision ‘to be clearer and more accessible’, in a bid to appeal to the Third 

Programme’s mass audience (Tonning 2017, 68). 

Indeed, the Third Programme, that ‘national cultural institution’ (Tonning 2017, 59) 

which was solely responsible for the commissioning and broadcasting of radio art in the 

United Kingdom (a monopolistic context that was very different from the multipolar reality 

of post-war German radio), is itself a superb example of the tension between the centrifugal 

forces at play in radio writing that this chapter sets out to examine. Before the Third 

Programme, ‘anything that was not comfortably middlebrow tended to be offered rather 

apologetically’; proposals were made for a separate, more intellectually stimulating 

broadcasting station, but they were turned down, and so ‘for the remainder of the 1930s the 

BBC muddled along, with its two existing radio networks trying to serve all tastes’ (Carpenter 

1996, 4, 5). In her history of the Third Programme, which from 1946 to 1970 had ‘the specific 

goal of “promoting excellence” regardless of the demands of the mass audience’, Kate 

Whitehead writes on how it made ‘few concessions to popularity or already well-established 
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trends’, as ‘a freedom from concern with ratings allowed the Third Programme to risk failure 

and to encourage experiment’ (1989, 1, 122). 

What made the Third Programme dysfunctional and ultimately unsustainable was the 

fact that, while the BBC created that radio network specifically for the purpose of 

broadcasting more challenging art and content, and as something of a conduit for its much-

lauded patronage of the creative arts (McWhinnie 1959, 96; Rodger 1982, 5; Briggs 1995, 

637), it still had to conform to the BBC’s broader aims and guiding principles, namely the 

famous Reithian doctrine, that is, the duty ‘to inform, educate and entertain’ (Whitehead 

1989, 1). This meant that the Third Programme was caught between the very different worlds 

of avant-gardism and mass entertainment: ‘the tensions involved in mediating modernism 

itself to a “mass” audience’ resulted ‘in the near-impossible balancing act of effectively 

mediating modernism to an audience wider than such works had ever before enjoyed, while 

somehow avoiding its “massification” as well’ (Tonning 2017, 75, 77; see also Carpenter 

1996, 364). 

When this balance was impossible to be achieved, as was often the case, the Third 

Programme Controllers tended to take a stand that neglected the pedagogical and 

entertainment aspects (Briggs 1995, 63-64). As Kate Whitehead observes, ‘the patron and 

the educator could not coexist’; pitted against one another in an ‘inevitable conflict’, those 

two roles turned out to be irreconcilable (1989, 2, 18). Faced with recurrent accusations of 

elitism from the listeners (Rodger 1982, 73; Whitehead 1989, 48; Crisell 1994, 27; Bloom 

2016, 134) yet paradoxically and at the same time regarded ‘as an agent of popularization’ 

by the modernist writers engaged in radio art (Tonning 2017, 60; see also Carpenter 1996, 
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5), the Third Programme was criticised from day one and throughout its existence, so the 

writing was on the wall well before its demise in 1970.30 

In fact, the Third Programme’s tension between its high art and its mass audience 

perfectly mirrors the conflict between two key aspects of radio art in the third quarter of the 

twentieth century. Working artistically for a mass medium like radio – where the audience 

has only access to aural stimuli and no control over the reproduction of the content – requires 

that more attention is paid to simplicity and clarity than would normally be necessary. 

 

***** 

 

Yet the very ‘ontological ambiguity’ of sound that calls for plainness and intelligibility also 

tempted radio writers to probe the thematic and philosophical ramifications of such 

ambiguity. This is part of the reason why, for example, the problematisation of sensorial 

unreliability and epistemological scepticism is so often linked to radio art, as we shall see 

presently. Interestingly, however, in its early days radio was actually associated with contrary 

proclivities, that is, with a propensity for enhanced, even extra-sensory perception: the 

medium was widely deemed capable of enabling immersive, unmediated, almost 

supernatural experiences. Indeed, the association of radio with spiritualism harks back to the 

medium’s beginnings: ‘It is misguided to construct a history of radio in which the spiritualism 

is an excrescence; it was one key to the medium’s very development’ (Peters 1999, 106). As 

 
30 On the ‘serious hostility inside and outside the BBC’ towards the Third Programme since its 

inception, see Briggs 1995, 60ff. Despite the charges of elitism that were routinely levelled against 

the Third Programme, it was defended by its Governors ‘through thick and thin’, and it had 

‘enthusiastic listeners’ all over Europe (Briggs 1995, 68) – in a word, it was as controversial at home 

as it was admired abroad (Zilliacus 1976, 17-18). 
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John Durham Peters rightly states, ‘early radio history is inseparable from daring imaginings 

about the flight of souls, voices without bodies, and instantaneous presence at a distance. 

Dreams of bodiless contact were a crucial condition not only of popular discourse but of 

technical invention as well’ (1999, 104). 

Related to this is what is called ‘liveness’, often considered to be an intrinsic trait to 

radio even in today’s age of routine sound recording (Halliday 2013, 70)31 but especially in 

the mid-twentieth-century radio soundscape. ‘What must never be forgotten’, writes Kate 

Whitehead, ‘is that, until the 1950s, the majority of plays, features and talks still went out 

live’ (1989, 33). In fact, the BBC ‘cherished the notion of the superiority of live broadcasts’ 

into the 1950s, that is, ‘long after it had been abandoned in other countries’ and ‘long after 

prerecording had become easily practicable’ (Zilliacus 1976, 23).32 Direct transmission gave 

radio an aura of authenticity, immediacy, and even supernatural reach: as the wireless voice 

magically ‘transfused throughout the electronic ether’ (Dyson 2009, 46), the medium readily 

lent itself to associations with spiritualism, the fantastic, and the occult (Sconce 2009, 32; see 

also Dyson 2009, 31).33 In fact, the networks themselves were only too happy to peddle the 

myth of radio as ‘a magical box providing direct access to the phantoms of the ether, 

wonderland, and, ultimately, to God’ (Jenemann 2009, 95). 

 
31 In a footnote, Sam Halliday admits that nowadays this notion is complicated ‘by the use of 

recordings as the actual content of many broadcasts’, but he makes a point of bringing to attention 

‘the basic fact that “live” presentation is the default mode of commercial radio’ (2013, 86 n. 51). 
32 It is interesting to contrast British live montage with German montage techniques, which typically 

were pre-recorded (Shingler 2000, 199-202). This penchant for live transmission had several 

implications, some of which had a direct impact on the production of radio art. For instance, it helps 

explain why ‘dramatic recordings in long takes’ were still in vogue during that decade, and the 

original BBC production of All That Fall ‘was virtually a one-take session’ (Zilliacus 1976, 23). 
33 The concrete experience of the early radio tuning process certainly reinforced this impression: 

‘When radios still had dials what we encountered in the tuning process was an eerie sort of journey 

through the ether, a fantastic jaunt of disconnected voices, music, and electronic sounds until the 

clarity of the searched-for channel came through’ (Gilfillan 2009, 134-135). 
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Traces of the idea that radio can establish a live, direct, immediate, and personal 

connection with obscure beings or events can still be found in contemporary critical 

discourse, namely in the near-universal belief that intimacy and immediacy are key traits of 

the medium: ‘The idea that radio is intimate is something of a commonplace in radio 

literature’ (Chignell 2009, 85). As early as in the 1930s, Arnheim considered the ‘close-up’ 

to be ‘the normal position and historically the first’ (1936, 71), and McWhinnie saw in that 

‘close focus’ the ‘power to communicate secret states of mind, the inner world and private 

vision of the speaker’ (1959, 57). Guralnick observes that radio has great potential for 

‘intimacy and immediacy’ even though it ‘communicates with millions of listeners’ (1996, 

192, 131).34 Curiously, this often-noted paradox undercuts radio’s claim to intimacy, so much 

so that some commentators have gone as far as to claim that radio actually, and inevitably, 

has a mediating, ‘distancing effect’ (Laws 2017, 107). Perhaps it does not come as much of 

a surprise, then, that ‘radio has been thought of both as the most intimate of communications 

and the most impersonal’, perhaps even ‘characterized both by the intimacy of its 

impersonality and the impersonality of its intimacy’ (Connor 2009, 275). 

But while deep down we know that even ‘if radio does appear to come from nowhere, 

it can never in fact do so’, because it requires a ‘material intermediary or apparatus’ (Connor 

2009, 276-277), ‘coming from nowhere’ is nevertheless the effect that radio can create – and 

it is an effect very ably exploited by radio art practitioners in the middle of the twentieth 

century.35 For McWhinnie, ‘radio is supremely a storyteller’s medium, as one would expect: 

 
34 This notion of the uncontrollable immersion afforded by sound can also be found in contemporary 

sound studies (Khan and Whitehead 1992, ix; Dyson 2009, 4, 6). For words of caution concerning 

the dangers of taking that train of thought too far, see Sterne 2003, 14ff; Kendrick 2017, 12. 
35 Here a caveat is necessary. As Mladen Dolar explains, aural media like radio are acousmatic by 

nature, ‘and in the early days of their introduction there was no shortage of stories about their uncanny 
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the voice coming out of the dark, in the firelight’ (1959, 61). In many radio works, the 

storyteller meets the shaman, as the protagonists make use of speech (endowed as it is with 

awe-inspiring powers in the medium of radio) to invoke background sounds (the farm noises 

summoned by Maddy in All That Fall), the voices of the past (a woman’s nebulously 

remembered remarks in Monolog) or of the dead (as is most likely Ada’s case in Embers), or 

even, as in A Slight Ache, ineffable entities that are otherwise impossible to adequately 

represent, notably on the stage. Moreover, the conjuring tricks of the spoken word in radio 

art can be deliberate – as when Henry’s repeated commands in Embers spawn concrete 

actions, or when Adrian casts his transmogrifying spell in Hildesheimer’s Herrn Walsers 

Raben (‘Mr Walser’s Ravens’) – or inadvertent – as when sleuthing prompts the flashbacks 

in Artist, or when reminiscing triggers the playing of the old tune in La Manivelle. In any 

case, the fact that these works were written specifically for radio is clear from the way they 

engage with the perceived ethereal quality of the medium and the shamanistic and 

otherworldly character associated to its art. 

That ethereal, almost magical quality of aural art is commonly entwined with the 

thematisation of sensory and epistemological scepticism – and this is part of the reason why 

ambiguity is so often deemed radiogenic. After all, the best instances of radio art often take 

 
effects, but these gradually waned as they became common, and hence banal’ (2006, 63). This has 

led to a widespread distortion of the unsettling effects of their acousmatic sound: ‘It is true that we 

cannot see the source of voices there, all we see is some technical appliance from which voices 

emanate, and in a quid pro quo the gadget then takes the place of the invisible source itself. The 

invisible absent source is substituted by the gadget which disguises it and starts to act as its 

unproblematic stand-in’ (Dolar 2006, 63). So, the effect of ‘coming out of nowhere’ was just as 

powerful in radio’s early days as it has become diluted in today’s hypertechnological age. As for the 

middle of the twentieth century, we have to rely on contemporaneous accounts; judging by the 

thoughts expressed on the subject by radio practitioners like McWhinnie and Beckett himself (which 

are occasionally quoted in this dissertation, for instance in the very sentence that follows this 

footnote), that effect was still strong enough to be taken into consideration when discussing that 

epoch’s radio art. 
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the form of a ‘perceptual maze’, as Guralnick described A Slight Ache (Guralnick 1996, 126; 

see also Branigan 2008, 25), and radio writers are singularly fond ‘of building up realities 

only to knock them from under the listener’s feet’ (Gray 1981, 61). ‘Radio’s reality is never 

consistent’ (Gray 1981, 61) – it is a medium of nuance and microscopic effects (McWhinnie 

1959, 65), spell-binding and deceitful (Jenemann 2009, 101), and for that reason uniquely 

apt for creating what has variously been termed ‘indeterminacy’ (Guralnick 1996, 101), 

paradox (Miller 1974, 406), or ‘ambiguity and uncertainty’ (Laws 2017, 130). 

Interestingly, the radio works that were discussed in this subchapter as instances of 

the radiogenic drive towards formal accessibility and intelligibility are also ideal to attest to 

radio’s aptitude for the thematisation of ambiguity and indeterminacy. Stoppard’s Artist is 

famously built around an enigma: originally, the puzzle the listener is invited to figure out is 

who killed Donner; then, it turns out that he may have simply fallen down the stairs while 

trying to swat a fly – however, the answer is not spelled out, and must remain a mystery. 

Moreover, there are ancillary riddles in the build-up to that fateful event: whom did Sophie 

really fall in love with? Was the painting that enraptured her a black fence in the snow or a 

white one on a black background? As Guralnick states, ‘[s]uch a wealth of ambiguity leaves 

the characters, no less than the audience, embarrassed by their riches’ (Guralnick 1996, 38-

39). 

Crucially, the main mystery of Artist, as well as a secondary discussion of 

experimental art, hinges on the use of relatively recent portable recording technologies, 

which incidentally were becoming standard in the radio industry around that time. While the 

arrival of the magnetic audiotape in the middle of the twentieth century may have seemed to 

promise to change the pervasive perception of sound as an inadequate object of knowledge, 
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and perhaps even to usher in a more positivist outlook, thus spoiling the experimental radio 

writer’s appetite for the thematisation of empirical uncertainty, radio works such as Artist set 

out to demonstrate that sound inscription failed to live up to its promise of enhanced 

epistemological sturdiness. Just as, to repeat a point made earlier in this subchapter, the 

refinement and widespread adoption of inscription technologies did not instantly diminish 

the feeling of impermanence hovering over the medium of radio, neither did the sheer 

possibility of fixation of sound do much to allay doubts of its empirical epistemological 

usefulness and accuracy. In fact, it seems reasonable to argue that the writers discussed here 

were drawn to the medium of radio in part precisely because of how easily it is perceived to 

lend itself to that nagging epistemological (and, by extension, ontological) ambivalence. 

Another perfect example of that kind of ambivalence can be found in A Slight Ache, 

Pinter’s first and most popular radio work (Miller 1974, 405). It features a logic-defying 

creature: the matchseller, who in different times is described as ‘a bullock’ by Flora, ‘a jelly’ 

by Edward, and most importantly for our purposes as a ‘harmless old man’ who somehow 

all of a sudden begins to look ‘younger’, in fact ‘extraordinarily’ so (Pinter 1982, 17, 29, 16, 

39). While all of this is unsettling enough, the fact that the matchseller remains mute 

throughout calls into question his very existence (Esslin 2014, 201; Guralnick 1996, 124; 

Crisell 2000, 471), since it is well known that in radio to be is to speak (Lewis 1981a, 5; 

Crisell 1994, 160).36 Yet the ineffable nature of the matchseller is only one aspect of the 

precariousness of the soundscape of A Slight Ache, which also owes much to meaningful 

 
36 As Martin Regal points out, ‘[i]n the original radio version of the play, the Matchseller's 

dimensionality is not revealed. He never speaks, and even though he makes various movements, the 

resulting sound effects may be construed by the listener as having another source’ (1995, 39). For the 

rare and audacious claim that the possibility that the matchseller is actually speaking throughout 

cannot be ruled out, see Stulberg 2015, 514-515. 
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details such as the hazy and potentially significant references to Flora in Edward’s 

autobiographical account, or even to the first dialogue of the radio work, which, inane and 

full of unresolved images, sets the tone for the overriding sense of doubt that necessarily 

arises from this listening experience (Stulberg 2015, 511-512). 

Even Pinget’s La Manivelle, which is much more straightforward than all the other 

works analysed here, has its blind spots. Unlike the other radio works, in which the 

unreliability of sensory data is the main culprit of epistemological uncertainty, La Manivelle 

focuses on the failure of another vital factor in the equation of knowledge: memory. As the 

protagonists exchange faulty recollections back and forth, the listener is left with precious 

little in the way of concrete details that would add plausibility to their haphazard account of 

their supposedly common past. Toupin forgets things that happened both decades and 

moments ago, and his companion Pommard blames his daughter for imaginary thefts (Pinget 

1970, 38-40, 24). Underneath its naturalistic veneer, then, there lurks in La Manivelle a 

voracious uncertainty that gnaws at the foundations of its own fictional world. 

Hildesheimer’s most pared-down Hörspiele, such as Unter der Erde and Hauskauf, 

are also enlivened by mystery. Did the couple of Unter der Erde truly see the underground 

palace, as they seem to claim? And is that alleged experience followed by a gentle truce or 

the usual squabbling (Stanley 1993, 83-84)? The known unknowns of another pure dialogue, 

Hauskauf, have perhaps less dramatic force but remain of pivotal symbolic import: are A and 

B two separate characters or just two opposing voices inside one mind (Puknus 1978, 117)? 

Is Williams dead or alive, does he really exist at all, and why is A loath to talk about him? 

As for Beckett’s radio works, it should come as no surprise to any listener familiar 

with his oeuvre that ambiguity reigns supreme. It starts with the first sounds we hear in All 
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That Fall: how real are the farm noises in All That Fall? In the original production, 

McWhinnie chose to have human actors make those noises instead of recorded sounds of 

actual animals;37 add to that the fact that the protagonist seemingly elicits such noises at will 

(Beckett 2006c, 192 – hereafter CDW) and the effect is one of doubt as to the veracity of the 

whole soundscape. In addition, the final riddle – did Dan have a hand in the death of the child 

under the train wheels? – must remain, like in Artist, unsolvable, surely much to the chagrin 

of listeners accustomed to more traditional ‘whodunnits’. 

In Embers too analogous questions are raised: How real is Ada, considering that no 

sounds issue from her actions and movements, and that she speaks in a ‘[l]ow remote voice 

throughout’ (CDW, 257)? And did Henry’s father die in an accident, commit suicide, or 

simply desert his family? In fact, in Embers uncertainty is taken to new heights, as there seem 

to be more loose ends than established facts: What bearing does the Bolton/Holloway story 

have on Henry’s life? Is that droning sound really the sound of the sea?38 Is the listener 

actually inside Henry’s head? 

Aural intelligibility may be radiogenic, but so is ambiguity: after all, as we have seen, 

Cazeaux shows that from the phenomenological perspective these works, riddled as they are 

with open-ended questions, should be interpreted not as mere finished fragments, as it were, 

or the necessary product of an ontologically frail medium build on a single epistemologically 

frail sense, but instead as openings for the kind of ‘invitational relationships’ that are proper 

to art – as well as to sound itself (2005, 166-167, 172-173).  

 
37 For a detailed rationale of this decision, which Beckett did not approve, see McWhinnie 1959, 133-

150. This will be briefly discussed in footnote 86. 
38 The original BBC production of 1959 featured a stylised, drone-like sound; just like the use of 

human actors for farmyard noises in All That Fall, Beckett was not satisfied with the effect, and in a 

later American production he asked the producer to not attempt it (Frost 1991, 365). 
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So, while sound in general and the medium of radio in particular may have frequently 

been believed to possess a great potential for an immersive sensory (and even extrasensory) 

experience, some of the more successful instances of mid-twentieth-century radio art 

demonstrate instead the medium’s suitability to foster distance through uncertainty, 

ambiguity, and scepticism. The aforementioned imperativeness of formal intelligibility may 

seem to rub against these themes, but the equilibrium between the two, and the ensuing 

tension, is as hard to achieve as it is artistically valuable: ‘In a way that now seems 

remarkable, modernist textual practices were adapted by radio auteurs to produce an auditory 

art that not only complicated radio storytelling but also remained accessible to large 

audiences’ (Porter 2016). Crucially for the purposes of this dissertation, and as some of the 

instances of radio art examined here demonstrate, these divergent but not mutually exclusive 

drives towards formal intelligibility and thematic ambiguity underlie, and are fundamental 

for an adequate understanding of, Beckett’s and Hildesheimer’s artistic practice for the 

airwaves. 

McWhinnie’s postulate in The Art of Radio – ‘The quicksand of radio lies between 

its need for absolute clarity and its fascinating capacity for complexity’ (1959, 108) – was 

thus given consummate expression by many of the young and bright radio practitioners of 

his day, some of whom are represented in this subchapter. Undaunted by the purported 

limitations of the medium of radio and acutely aware of its peculiarities, they set out to 

thematise the radiogenic notions of scepticism and ambiguity in a way that might still remain 

accessible to the mass audience that their broadcasts would reach. And it is a testament to the 

quality and ingenuity of those radio works that they stood the test of time and thus 
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transcended the immediate context of the quite specific conditions, limitations, and 

possibilities of the technological state of affairs of mid-twentieth-century radio. 

It should be made clear that the radio works referred to in this subchapter (and again 

in the next one) do not purport to be representative of radio art in general: not only are they 

all penned by contemporaneous and relatively likeminded writers, as has already been 

mentioned, but they also thematise old age in one way or another. The question – which 

hitherto has, alas, gone unasked in both radio and age studies – is whether there is anything 

about the medium of radio that lends itself to the problematisation of old age. 

 

3.2. Non-embodied old voices: on embodiment and old age in radio art39 

The short answer to the query that closes the previous subchapter is yes, there might well be 

a fascinating correlation between radio and old age at play. Indeed, the medium-aware 

cogitations of evanescence and ephemerality and the thematisation of finitude and inevitable 

mortality that are peppered throughout the radio works studied here (and naturally inform the 

close readings in chapters 4 and 5, even if they are not always explicitly alluded to) are as 

many bridges between those two conceptual realms. An adequate study of the potential 

theoretical symbiosis and actual instances of interaction between the theme of old age and 

the medium of radio would likely be a thesis unto itself, and one that would be very much 

worth writing and reading. But this is not a piece of theoretical criticism: the main 

methodology of this dissertation concerns the close reading of a narrowly defined corpus, so 

 
39 Much of this subchapter has been adapted into an article that was published in 2019 by the Modern 

Language Review under the title ‘Non-Embodied Old Voices? Problematizing Old Age, Embodiment, 

and Scepticism in Radio Art’ (Querido 2019c). 
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attention must be lavished instead on working concepts that might prove useful for a fruitful 

analysis of certain specific mid-twentieth-century instances of radio art. 

One of the most obvious links between radio and ageing is formed by their common 

stakes in temporality and memory, as well as their perceived problematic relationship with 

the latter, so those two concepts might well be gainfully explored for the purpose at hand. 

Yet there is no dearth of academic treatises on the importance of memory as it relates to either 

radio or old age; unlike other issues raised in this dissertation, then, this is not one that is 

currently underrepresented in academic discourse. The connection between old age and 

memory is clear enough – after all, ‘[m]emory and its decline is perhaps the one cognitive 

domain most associated with increasing age and primary ageing, and is of increasing concern 

to people as they age’ (Pachana 2016, 53). 

This is why the interplay between narratives, memory, and meaning-making in old 

age is almost an entire field in itself. To highlight but two examples of its analysis in the 

context of drama studies, Valerie Lipscomb surveys memory plays, which ‘juxtapose the 

mind with the aging self created by the performing body’ (2016, 7), and Mangan, after giving 

a succinct summary of the neuroscientific findings related to memory in old age (2013, 123), 

explains at considerable length Wong and Watt’s taxonomy of six ‘broad kinds of narrative 

reminiscence which are particularly relevant to the elderly’ and how they might fruitfully be 

applied to fictional and actual accounts of ageing (Mangan 2013, 125-127). And radio art 

admixes remarkably well with this conceptual constellation: after all, the fleetingness of 

sound – which ‘William Blake called a Daughter of Memory’ (Frost 1999, 312) – and the 

ephemerality of the aural broadcast have often led radio to be theorised as a medium that is 

particularly interwoven with the threads of memory, its frailty, and the danger of overtaxing 
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it (see, e.g., Bloom 2016, 131; Rodger 1981, 126; Branigan 2008, 14, 19; Drakakis 1981, 

32). 

However, this dissertation will often approach old age from another angle: the focus 

will tend to lie less on the processes of senescing and more on the state of being old. As has 

been mentioned in subchapters 2.2 and 2.3, our close readings of the radio pieces by Beckett 

and Hildesheimer rely more on an understanding of old age as a state – or, in Mangan’s 

formulation, old age as an idea (2013, 175) – than on the just as valid (and as a rule much 

more widely and thoroughly discussed) conception of ageing as a process, or on the related 

chronometric notions of life course and life review and the attending problematisation of 

memory. Therefore, in the close readings of the particular radio works that make up the main 

corpus of this dissertation, it will be deemed less expedient to think about ageing as a linear 

path that can be contemplated from the height of a summit than to think about old age as a 

still of a moment in time and space that is simultaneously outside of time and space, whose 

scale is at the same time both personal and cosmic, as Rentsch’s notion of old age as the 

radicalisation of the human condition (2017, 356) implies. Thus, memory, while it 

indisputably remains a theme of paramount importance, will not be a defining working 

concept of this dissertation. 

In the discussion that follows, then, we will be looking at different but themselves 

also key aspects that eminently pertain to both radio and old age, help explain what is here 

posited to be a strong causal and thematic correlation between the two, and neatly set the 

stage for the close reading of Beckett’s radio art in particular: the notions of embodiment, 

disembodiment, and non-embodiment.40 Before doing so, however, it is imperative to 

 
40 Here and throughout, and when relevant, I strive to preserve the distinction made in philosophical 
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consider how certain traits peculiar to the medium of radio might provide an important 

impetus for explorations of non-embodiment and the thematisation of old age in radio art – 

to put it another way, why the writers discussed in this chapter, as though piqued by a 

common challenge, might have turned to radio as a particularly suitable means of entertaining 

the possibility, or problematising the idea, of a non-embodied old voice.  

 

3.2.1. Vision and embodiment in the medium of radio 

Everyone knows that radio is, first and foremost, an aural medium. But is it a visual one as 

well? Some decades ago, this query would have sounded odd, if not downright preposterous, 

whereas nowadays there is considerable debate on the extent to which radio may be said to 

be not (or not just) blind but non-visual, para-visual, invisible, or even extremely visual. 

 In Understanding Radio, Crisell gives voice to what could perhaps be described as 

the commonsensical view: ‘What strikes everyone […] about radio is that it is a blind 

medium’ (1994, 3, original emphasis). Its blind nature being thus emphatically stated, he 

ponders on radio’s crippling disadvantages – such as the lack of visual input and the high 

‘risks of ambiguity or complete communication failure’ – and argues that ‘in all kinds of 

radio much effort is expended on overcoming the limitations of the medium’ (Crisell 1994, 

5). To be fair, Crisell also addresses the advantages of blindness, namely the fact that it fosters 

‘suggestiveness and flexibility’ (1994, 14). However, even these positive points have their 

counterpoints: ‘we are free – forced – to imagine everything’, and poorly at that, since ‘words 

can never be as exhaustive or specific as a visual image’ (Crisell 1994, 153). 

 
discourse between disembodiment, ‘the immaterial state of existence of a person who previously had 

a body’, and ‘non-embodiment or immateriality’ (Wierenga 2015, 277, emphasis added). 
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 Imputing visual impairment to radio is by no means uncommon (see, e.g., Richardson 

and Hale 1999, 274; Hand and Traynor 2011, 35), but seldom is it done in so gloomy a 

fashion. In Arnheim’s 1936 Radio, the ‘blindness of wireless’ (1936, 159) is very much taken 

for granted, as demonstrated by his chapter ‘In Praise of Blindness’. As that very title 

suggests, however, such a state of affairs is seen by Arnheim as a boon, not as doom: ‘The 

wireless play is self-sufficient, completes itself in the aural’ (1936, 138). Radio may seem to 

be ‘much more sensorily defective and incomplete than the other arts’, but any attempt to 

‘supplement’ it visually is a mistake; indeed, Arnheim calls for ‘a mastery of the limitations 

of the aural’ which includes an active discouragement of the listener’s imaginative process 

and visualisation with the mind’s eye (1936, 135, 172, 136, 137). This stance differs 

substantially from the common perception of imagination as both ‘the most powerful 

dramatic weapon of all’ and radio’s ‘real strength’ (see, e.g., Hand and Traynor 2011, 33); 

as Guralnick notes, Arnheim’s ‘fundamentalism’ on this particular matter represents an 

intriguing line of reasoning, though it ‘has found few adherents among either playwrights or 

listeners’ (Guralnick 1996, 24). 

 McWhinnie is much more enthusiastic about the role that the imagination can fulfil 

in our appreciation of radio art, providing a ‘world of visual detail […] of limitless 

dimension’ (1959, 37). In fact, according to him, ‘Sound Radio can be richer in vivid pictorial 

quality than the most elaborate settings in the patently visual media’ (McWhinnie 1959, 26). 

It is that kind of imaginative vision that is behind McWhinnie’s use of quotation marks when 

he speaks of ‘the “blind” medium of Sound Radio’ (1959, 36), yet that sort of qualification 

is already a noteworthy inflection – indeed, his prescient use of the adjective ‘invisible’ to 

describe the experience of radio (1959, 36) indicates a more nuanced take on the topic of the 
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visual in radio, one that is arguably more accepted in academic circles nowadays than the 

idea of ‘blindness’. Thus, in the beginning of the 1980s, some critics were making the case 

for the perception of radio as a para-visual medium, one whose presented reality can be 

‘visually apprehended’ (Drakakis 1981, 6) while ‘in one sense’ being ‘completely nonvisual’ 

(Lewis 1981a, 9); ‘by being without sight, we have been made to see’ (Worth 1981, 217). By 

the 1990s, considering radio to be ‘powerfully visual’ in its own way was such a widely held 

belief that Guralnick terms it a ‘near universal preconception’, one which some radio writers 

went to great lengths to either confirm or challenge (1996, xii). 

 Others have criticised the blindness paradigm more explicitly. Tim Crook, one of its 

most vocal detractors, deems that ‘radio cannot be defined as a purely “blind medium”’ 

because that ‘implies that the radio medium is handicapped by some kind of limited or 

disabled method of communication’ (1999, 62). Likewise, Martin Shingler and Cindy 

Wieringa propose to describe radio as being ‘invisible’ – instead of ‘blind’, which is ‘bluntly 

negative’ – or even ‘visual’, without much in the way of a caveat (Chignell 2009, 69-70). 

Already in 1970, Clas Zilliacus described radio as ‘decidedly visual’ (1970, 225), and even 

before that, in the early 1960s, Esslin called radio ‘an intensely visual medium’ (2012, 278). 

Indeed, and in diametrical opposition to scholars who find radio art to be ‘non-visual’ 

(Branigan 2008, 14, 33), or who, like Crisell, state that radio requires ‘no visualization at all’ 

(2000, 467), Hand and Traynor go as far as to claim that ‘radio is potentially the most visual 

medium of all’ (2011, 34, original emphasis). The suggestion that there is little ‘philosophical 

difference between seeing physically with the eye and seeing with the mind’ (Crook 1999, 

53) underlies many of these arguments. 
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 As the previous paragraph shows, this ongoing theoretical discussion has been 

enriched by an impressive variety of opinions and arguments, but it is interesting to note what 

they all have in common: be the medium blind, non-visual, para-visual, visual, or even 

invisible, the assumption remains that the voices come from somewhere, they are articulated 

by somebody, which is the same as saying ‘some body’. When a sound issues from an 

‘invisible’ source, or when we are ‘blind’ to it, it only means that it is acousmatic – that the 

source of the sound is hidden from sight or otherwise unable to be properly registered by our 

vision, not that there is no source in the first place.41 Alternatively, alleging that radio is 

‘visual’ implies that we conjure the unseen materiality of the radio work ourselves, or perhaps 

that the sounds themselves impose it upon us through sheer sonic force, as it were.42 Either 

way, the material world as such is not fundamentally at stake. 

When looking at radio through less technical lenses and musing on its aesthetic 

potential as an art form, however, many commentators choose to emphasise its ethereal and 

immaterial quality instead. As we have seen, it is said of the early days of wireless that it 

 
41 On a side note, Dolar actually provides an intriguing account of the voice that is contrary to this 

commonsensical notion by exploring how ‘voice can never be fully attributed to one source, entity or 

thing’ (Kendrick 2017, 80ff). Its origins are ‘diffuse’ (Kendrick 2017, 80) because ‘[w]hat language 

and the body have in common is the voice, but the voice is part neither of language nor of the body’ 

(Dolar 2006, 73, original emphasis). 
42 The coercive aspect of radio is not to be underestimated. As Scannell explains, ‘[t]he broadcast 

character of radio (originally, and in principle, a two-way system of transmission and reception, like 

the telephone) was at first perceived as a problem and only gradually discovered to be its greatest 

asset when it was put to use not for one-to-one conversational interactions but for one-to-many 

transmissions of organized programme material that was informative or entertaining’ (2007, 184, 

original emphasis). The socio-political implications of this – specifically radio’s notorious potential 

to be instrumentalised for propaganda purposes – are momentous and have been dissected by plenty 

of scholars elsewhere (see, e.g., Chignell 2009, 175-178; Niebisch 2012, 172-173; Feldman 2014, 

passim; Ragnedda 2014, passim; Bloom 2016, 24, 35 et passim). While those insights have no direct 

bearing on the subject at hand and therefore are not explicitly addressed in this dissertation, a pivotal 

fact that underlies them certainly informs my discussions of radio art: ‘Radio is a powerful medium 

with a direct and immediate effect on individual behaviours’ (Scannell 2007, 25). 



 

98 

 

must have ‘struck many as a type of “soul machine”, a mystical device that seeded the ether 

with disembodied voices and spectral presences’ (Sconce 2009, 32). For this reason, this 

‘miraculous’ new medium often lent itself to associations with the fantastic, the occult, and 

telepathy: the ‘mystic powers’ attributed to it ‘permeated nineteenth-century thought’ (Hartel 

2010, 222, 221) and beyond (Sconce 2009, 32). It may not be the only medium to invite 

discussion on issues of non-embodiment, but its early and seismic impact on popular culture 

caused radio art in particular and aural art in general to be particularly susceptible to such 

associations; thus, ‘the disembodying effects of new media technologies’ have come to be 

dominant in reflections on audio (Dyson 2009, 3), likely inspired by ‘Edison’s influential 

view of recording’, which stressed ‘the ghostly character of the recorded voice and its occult 

powers’ (Morin 2014, 10). 

 This is especially clear in some of the earlier treatises on radio – which also happen 

to have been among the most influential, as they were written during or shortly before the 

heyday of radio art. Arnheim suggests that radio works are populated by ‘disembodied 

figures’ and ‘pure voices which have no other place in any earthly scene or action’; in the 

airwaves ‘everything is lacking’, objects are replaced by actions, and, when the ‘sound-

world’ is effective, it alone suffices, ‘without any recollection of the “missing” corporeal 

world’ (1936, 188, 154, 194). Similarly, when McWhinnie observes that radio exists in time 

but not in space – the best it can do is ‘to create the illusion’ of space (1959, 41) – the 

implication is that the medium is irremediably immaterial. Indeed, since radio can often be 

perceived as a ‘voice coming out of the dark’, for McWhinnie one of its strengths is ‘its 

power to communicate secret states of mind, the inner world and private vision of the 

speaker’ (1959, 61, 57). 
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 Later thoughts on aurality in general and radiophony in particular would chime with 

these postulations. In line with Arnheim, Everett Frost argues that radio allows for ‘sounded 

verbalisation without visual, external referentiality’ and therefore ‘is ideally suited for 

dramatising disembodied voices’ (2014, 253). Many scholars prefer to focus on the medium’s 

perceived natural drive towards interiority: for instance, Mark Cory sees radio as ideally 

suited for ‘[t]he existential quest invited by the suspension of external reality and the 

unmasking of an inner self’ (1992, 351).43 However, it is not uncommon to come across 

arguments for an interpretation of radio as actually bodiless (further instances of this 

paradigm will be analysed later on, when the critical response to Beckett’s work for radio is 

discussed). This view is perhaps best summed up in Guralnick’s claim that in radio reality 

becomes ‘an act of the mind’, as ‘radio inclines us to favour the action of the mind above the 

actuality of matter’ (1996, 99, 100). 

Equally significantly, radio has also been seen not just as synonymous with non-

embodiment but actually as an actively disembodying force. Writing on Antonin Artaud’s 

controversial (and for that reason not publicly broadcast) radio piece Pour en finir avec le 

jugement de Dieu, Allen Weiss alerts his reader to the ‘ontological risk’ of recording the 

voice: ‘the recorded voice is the stolen voice that returns to me as the hallucinatory presence 

of the voice of another’; this ‘disincarnate voice’ is thus othered, which causes ‘the 

radiophonic work to return as hallucination and phantasm’ (Weiss 1992, 300-301). 

 
43 For Pownall (as well as for many other commentators), the preponderance of interiority extends 

even to the reception of radio works, since ‘[w]e always hear radio plays alone’: ‘The audience for 

sound theatre has no collective entity, being made up of millions of minds using independent 

imaginations guided by the play’ (2012). 
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 Often, then, material objects, the physiological body in particular, and even outer 

reality in general are considered to be more or less absent from radio. The notions of dis- and 

non-embodiment keep cropping up, explicitly or indirectly, in the relatively meagre critical 

discourse available on radio as an art form. Thus, critics frequently point to the pervasive 

association of technologies like radio with the disembodiment of voices (Peters, 1999; Dyson 

2009, 3; VanCour 2018, 148-149) and occasionally establish that connection themselves (see, 

e.g., Arnheim 1936, 188; Zilliacus 1970, 219; Perloff 1999, 249), indeed deeming such 

disembodiment the ‘province’ of radio art (Frost 1987, 114). This suggests that much of radio 

art is often interpreted as a complex encapsulation and articulation of, or the striving towards, 

the perfect Cartesian self: the mind unencumbered by the body. 

 So, scholarly discourse on radio is often tangled in the web of paradox when it comes 

to the concept of embodiment. Technically, it is at least tacitly acknowledged, all voices must 

issue from a body; from that particular perspective, it matters little whether radio is a blind, 

non-visual, para-visual, visual, or invisible medium, because materiality itself is never really 

in doubt – in a way it is even implied in terms such as ‘invisibility’. However, the assumption 

of a grounded reality is seriously undercut by claims of radio art being often made up of 

‘disembodied figures’, ‘disembodied voices’, and ‘pure voices’ (notice the moral 

connotations of that recurrent attribute), which inhabit an ‘inner world’ bereft of ‘external 

referentiality’, and therefore verging on a solipsistic worldview (pardon the oxymoron) 

where mind alone matters (and here pardon the pun). 

 Yet the medium of radio is not as purely and straightforwardly ‘ethereal’ as it may 

appear. One may pick semantics apart trying to decide whether radio is ‘visual’, ‘non-visual’, 

‘para-visual’, ‘blind’, or ‘invisible’, but to say that it is ‘bodiless’ or ‘immaterial’ may be 
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stretching the definition too far in a figurative direction. Radio is not immaterial: after all, ‘if 

radio does appear to come from nowhere, it can never in fact do so […] without any material 

intermediary or apparatus’ (Connor 2009, 276-277). The myth of radio as ‘an immaterial art’, 

which was fuelled by the rise of secondariness (that is, the fact that ‘listening became an ever 

more diffuse and involuntary activity’), has feet of clay (Connor 2009, 277). What is more, 

the study of aurality usually presupposes ‘an implicit ontology in which sound has a physical 

presence in the world’ (Hayles 1997, 83): even when ‘sound’s integrity is eviscerated through 

recording, sound’s materiality […] provides a firewall against complete atomization’, since 

‘sound and the body’ are connected ‘through the figure of vibration’ (Dyson 2009, 143). 

And neither is radio bodiless,44 because even the most ‘purified’ voice will carry 

‘traces of the body’, not just metaphorically but in a very concrete manner, as it makes its 

way ‘[m]oving from the interior to the exterior’ (Dyson 2009, 7; see also Hayles 1997, 83). 

Just as, while ‘there are no bodies in literature […], over the last three or four decades, critics 

and theorists have found myriad ways of addressing the representation of the body and 

embodied experience in literature’ (Hillman and Maude 2015, 3), radio too lends itself to this 

ambiguous kind of ethereal corporeality, especially given the performative aspect of voice in 

radio art, which is virtually absent from literature.45 

Jeff Porter’s views on this subject are arguably quite representative of those held by 

many commentators with an interest in and knowledgeable of radio art. Taking Steven 

 
44 For instance, Jeff Porter’s synonymic use of the terms ‘invisible’ and ‘bodiless’ (2010, 438) is 

problematic, as this paragraph makes clear. This, of course, is a rather fine distinction, and elsewhere 

Porter does make it clear that he is well aware of the nuances around the intricate issue of embodiment 

in All That Fall and sets out to navigate its pitfalls accordingly. 
45 I say ‘virtually’ because Garrett Stewart, and other scholars since, highlights the importance of 

‘subvocalization’ when dealing with the reception of literary texts (Hayles 1997, 74). 



 

102 

 

Connor’s explanation of the principle behind the ‘vocalic body’ – ‘Voices are produced by 

bodies, but can also themselves produce bodies’ (Connor 2001, 80) – as a starting point, 

Porter posits the existence of the radio body with some caution, emphasising its virtuality: 

‘Ordinarily, it is the voice that is produced by a body. But voices, especially on radio, can 

also produce bodies, if only because the radio body is not corporeal but exists virtually in 

acoustic space’ (Porter 2016). 

But scholars from sound studies tend to be rather more assertive about the materiality 

of the aural body in general and the radio body in particular, and even about our physical 

body’s dependence on performance for its own proper realisation.46 For instance, Brynhildur 

Boyce cogently argues for the facticity of the radio body as engendered in the act of listening, 

drawing on physics (and echoing similar findings by reception theorists) to make her case: 

 

Acoustical vibrations move between the medium that produces them and the ear that 

registers them as sound, passing from the materiality of the transmitting body to that 

of the receiver. The ‘real’ that is delivered is inscribed in the fluctuations in air 

pressure, which both carry forward the action of the transmitter and elicit bodily 

responses to it. This essence of reality is mapped out directly on the listening body, 

 
46 The materiality of the body as being achieved through the performed voice, or what Kendrick calls 

‘voice acts’ (2017, 98), is an important tenet of theorists such as Brandon LaBelle, who shines a light 

on the voice’s materially generative capabilities: his theory concerning the corporeality of voice 

‘places an emphasis on the body as not relinquished by the voice but as coming into formation by it’ 

(Kendrick 2017, 97). For our purposes (that is to say, in the context of twentieth-century radio art), 

Alice Lagaay’s take on this subject is exceedingly relevant. She points out that ‘the human voice is a 

physical production of the concrete human body, and as such is bound to a concrete, immanent 

materiality, existing in a particular space and time’, although she immediately counterpoises this 

‘temporal’ quality of the voice with its transcendental one: ‘the voice resonates beyond its physical 

transience; as “phantasmagoric” voice it transcends the body, becoming in a certain sense atemporal’ 

(Lagaay 2011, 58, 64; see also Lagaay 2011, 67). 
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not signified to it; and the immediacy and tactility of the encounter is bound up with 

sound waves’ invasion of the body. (2009, 50) 

 

The idea here is not to suggest that the critics who for any given reason failed to, could not, 

or chose not to take part in the recent ‘performative turn’ (Lagaay 2011, 67) have made a 

critical blunder of some sort, or that there be an outright contradiction in terms between the 

two schools of thought, that is, that either perspective (the sound and/or voice as embodied 

or as disembodied) be completely correct or completely misguided. Whatever my thoughts 

on the subject happen to be (of which the previous paragraph gives some indication), the 

purpose of this subchapter is no more, and no less, than to give expression to an essential 

tension inherent in the medium – between embodiment and dis- or non-embodiment – that 

has been explored by the radio writers discussed in this chapter as well as many others. And 

the chief reason why that tension is given pride of place here is because there are few thematic 

tropes more inviting for questions related to embodiment in radio than old age. 

 

3.2.2. Old age, non-embodiment, and sensorial unreliability in radio art 

While the concepts of ageing and old age have accrued greater interest and currency in 

literary and philosophical studies in recent years, it remains true that they continue to be 

overlooked in areas where one would expect them to be eminently pertinent. As we have 

seen, Small has commented on the ‘striking’ lack of interest in old age ‘in texts that are 

principally about temporality’, such as Heidegger’s Being and Time (2007, 6; see also Barry 

2015, 135). An equally eloquent example of this silence is a recent and accomplished 

overview on temporality, David Hoy’s 2009 The Time of Our Lives: A Critical History of 
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Temporality, from which ageing is entirely absent. This merely corroborates the by now more 

or less unanimous thesis that historically speaking old age has not been deemed relevant 

enough when discussing subject areas as inexorably linked to it as the concept of lived time. 

 Similarly, all too often the more recent concept of embodiment is expounded on 

without taking due stock of the ageing process, even though that process is so critical to one’s 

dealings with one’s own body in particular and one’s attempts at meaning-making in general. 

To give but one of many possible examples of this, Mark Johnson’s insightful The Meaning 

of the Body: Aesthetics of Human Understanding, while addressing all manner of crucial 

issues, challenging many common misconceptions concerning the body and proposing to 

look at meaning, reason, and even spirituality as ‘embodied’ (Johnson 2007, 279-281), fails 

to identify ageing and its corollary changes as an important element of the ‘embodied mind’ 

equation. 

 None of this is meant to imply that these studies are deficient for ‘neglecting’ ageing, 

or that all research on any topic liable to be related to old age must necessarily take it into 

account. What is suggested here is simply that this is further evidence of what has already 

been said in the previous chapter: old age, although always a universal possibility and 

especially as of late an increasingly likely reality, has taken its time to generate critical 

interest in a way that is remotely comparable to the consistency with which it has been 

thematised in the arts throughout millennia (see Thane 2005). 

 This means that many worthwhile subjects pertaining to ageing in literature, drama, 

and philosophy are yet to be properly examined – for instance, the thematisation of old age 

in radio art. In his monograph on ageing in performance arts, Mangan relates his surprise at 

finding radio to be ‘an important medium for the subject matter’, and also a key vehicle for 
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the circulation of ‘narratives of old age’ (2013, 8, 7). However, almost everything remains to 

be written on this specific affinity. Occasionally, we may find cursory remarks on radio’s 

special ability to navigate the treacherous waters of ageing, such as when Ian Rodger deems 

Armand Salacrou’s stage play The Unknown Woman of Arras to be ‘more suited to radio’ in 

part because of its ‘presentation of the friend of Ulysses at different ages’ (1982, 126), but 

in-depth surveys on this particular correlation are much harder to come by. 

 One interesting case study is Guralnick’s Sight Unseen, a study of radio drama which 

features thought-provoking analyses of work written for radio by Beckett, Pinter, and 

Stoppard, among others. She notes the importance of the theme of age in Robert Ferguson’s 

Transfigured Night and in Beckett’s Krapp’s Last Tape (a work that is a play written for the 

stage but, as we shall see in subchapter 4.4, draws heavily on the peculiar universe of audio 

technologies), as well as in the latter playwright’s Embers, All That Fall and Words and 

Music (Guralnick 1996, 79, 84, 89). And yet ageing is not explicitly identified as a legitimate 

link between these works. Even more strikingly, a whole chapter is dedicated to the joint 

reading of Arthur Kopit’s Wings and Pinter’s A Slight Ache, but one of the themes that most 

glaringly bridges the two works – ageing and its potential deleterious effects on body and 

mind – is not discussed at any length. 

 Although radio’s intriguing aptness for handling the intricate nexus of issues 

clustered around old age may not have been seized upon by critics, the same is certainly not 

true of the radio practitioners themselves. Here it bears repeating what was said at the close 

of the previous subchapter: the works mentioned throughout this chapter serve as illustrations 

not only of the twin drives towards aural intelligibility and thematic ambiguity in radio art 

but also of the aptness of radio art for the problematisation of old age, which comes in many 
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different hues. For example, the old men depicted in La Manivelle are, not unlike the older 

characters of All That Fall and Stoppard’s Artist, as conventional (indeed stereotypical) as 

can be: affable, conservative and forgetful, prone to looking back (if often in 

misremembrance) with fondness and complaining sourly that the young no longer heed the 

old. In the other end of the spectrum of realism and plausibility are radio works like Beckett’s 

Words and Music, Hildesheimer’s Pastorale, and Pinter’s A Slight Ache. 

The latter in particular exploits radio’s suitability for symbolism47 to great effect 

(Miller 1974, 405). Its two speaking characters, Edward and Flora, are visited by a mysterious 

matchseller, whose odd, almost ineffable contours seem to defy plausible description, except 

for the fact that he is, as Flora is fond of stating, ‘an old man’, although he later appears to 

become younger as Edward grows feebler and older and in the end switches places with 

Edward (Pinter 1982, 21, 39); while the matchseller is usually understood, not without 

reason, to be a personification of death (see, e.g., Esslin 1970, 90; Cornwell 2006, 137), a 

very strong case can be made to read him instead as a herald of old age.48 

Somewhere in the middle of that same spectrum are other instances of radio art 

mentioned in this chapter where agedness plays a meaningful role, such as Beckett’s Embers 

and Hildesheimer’s Monolog. All of these works, then, depict old age in one way or another, 

but there is an additional common thread that thematically weaves them together, a 

radiogenic element that binds those radio works’ thematisation of old age to both the 

 
47 The radiogeneity of symbolism is often asserted explicitly in contrast to the potential awkwardness 

or plain unfeasibility of symbolic figures on the stage (Arnheim 1936, 181) or in film (McWhinnie 

1959, 37), and A Slight Ache is often touted as a most fitting illustration of this (see, e.g., Esslin 1970, 

90; Lewis 1981a, 5; Guralnick 1996, 101-102; Crisell 1994, 160; Crisell 2000, 471). For the opposite 

argument, see Stulberg 2015, 508, 516. For Pinter’s own doubts concerning the materialisation of the 

matchseller on the stage, see Regal 1995, 39. 
48 I elaborate on this in Querido 2018, 64ff. 
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problematisation of embodiment and the perceived nature of the very medium for which they 

were created: sensorial unreliability. 

Of course, there is also the familiar trope of failing memories, which is central to 

works like Hildesheimer’s Monolog but truly raised to the level of organising principle in 

Pinget’s La Manivelle, as has been mentioned in passing. Only when Toupin and Pommard 

report on their family members’ living status, health, or current employment, or when the 

two aged characters concur on stereotypical ‘grumpy old man’ opinions (see, e.g. Pinget 

1970, 12, 38, 22, 36), is there a faint resemblance to solid epistemological ground. Otherwise, 

the listener is left wondering what if anything factual can be salvaged from the ravages of 

Time on the memories of these two old friends. They remember things differently on a 

number of details of their common past, such as the maker of the first car they saw, the time 

when the rubber hose became widely used, the year of the great frost, and even the army 

division that they served in (Pinget 1970, 16, 18, 48-50, 28). And since Toupin forgets not 

only important events that happened twenty years ago, such as the death of Madame 

Pommard, but also things that Pommard told him minutes ago (Pinget 1970, 38-40), the 

listener of the radio piece is likely to wonder about the veracity of virtually everything else 

he misremembers. It casts a long shadow over his seemingly innocuous and otherwise 

perfectly believable claims; neither does Pommard, apparently the one with the keener 

powers of recall of the two, emerge unscathed from the havoc wreaked by doubt, as his 

erroneous accusation of his well-intentioned daughter demonstrates (Pinget 1970, 24). 

 While Pinget elects to focus on the follies of ‘the faulty workings of aged memories’ 

in La Manivelle (Smart 2014, 535), most of the other radio works discussed in this chapter 

toy not only with the unreliability of reminiscence but also with the data obtained from our 
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more immediate senses. So, for example, in Pinter’s A Slight Ache the vague and 

untrustworthy recollections of Edward and Flora are paired with their equally enigmatic and 

contradictory descriptions of the physical appearance of the matchseller. As mentioned, he 

is variously likened to a ‘bullock’, ‘jelly’, or ‘a solid old boy […]. Not at all like a jelly’ 

(Pinter 1982, 17, 29, 32). The only thing they seem to agree on is that he is ‘old’ – Flora uses 

that epithet to characterise him as many as ten times – but even that seems to change towards 

the end (Pinter 1982, 39). The matchseller is something of an ineffable entity, and that is part 

of the reason why so many commentators see this work as ineluctably bound to its original 

medium, that of radio (see footnote 47). 

But the matchseller is not the only element that calls for a sceptical stance: the whole 

work itself can be and has been described as consisting of ‘unresolved image[s]’ floating 

about in a precarious sound-world, and for that reason ‘A Slight Ache keeps its listener wary’ 

of crafting any certainty based on such flawed evidence (Stulberg 2015, 512). In Beckett’s 

early radio works All That Fall and Embers (analysed in detail in subchapters 4.2 and 4.3), 

the latter of which in particular capitalises on radio’s perceived affinity with otherworldly 

phenomena and thus probes the medium’s disembodying proclivities, sensorial information 

is similarly debased or at least unreliable as reported to the listener, which is also the case in 

Hildesheimer’s Unter der Erde, for example. 

 Yet of all the works mentioned in this chapter, Stoppard’s Artist remains the most 

zealous effort to thematise sensorial fallibility and the attendant epistemological scepticism. 

This insight, whose veil has already been lifted earlier in this chapter, can fruitfully be 

complemented by a comment on the work of Artist’s main muse, Duchamp. His readymade 

With Hidden Noise consisted of a box with an unknown object inside, unknown even to 
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Duchamp himself, which means that the noise it produced, ‘in some ironic sense, could not 

be seen’ (Adcock 1992, 119). Hiding the source of a given sound, then, is equivalent to an 

auditory illusion – this is what Pierre Schaeffer would term ‘acousmatics’, that is, ‘a reduced 

listening that would bracket sounds from their musical and cultural origin and focus listening 

on sounds “in themselves” without recourse to their visual or material source’ (Dyson 2009, 

10). The ultimate point of this and other works and techniques, as Craig Adcock notes, was 

that ‘any sense of epistemological surety is illusionary’: ‘[w]hat we are left with in 

Duchamp’s art is an abiding sense of doubt’ (1992, 126, 128). Such doubtfulness will seep 

through not only our intuitive reception of Duchamp’s work but also the listening experience 

of Artist, with all of its auditory fireworks and riddles. 

 Indeed, by now it is clear that the phrase ‘an abiding sense of doubt’ neatly 

encapsulates one of the most significant reactions elicited by the works alluded to in this 

chapter. Since in La Manivelle Toupin’s and Pommard’s accounts cancel each other out so 

often, what actually remains? Since in A Slight Ache Flora and Edward perceive the 

matchseller in such disparate ways, who or what can he be exactly? Given that in Embers we 

can hear Ada’s voice but not her body’s interactions with its space, is she really there? Is 

either of the Helgas in Monolog the former lover half-remembered by the protagonist, or 

neither, or both? And if the answers to the enigmas in Artist hinge upon the correct 

interpretation of two kinds of illusions by fallible and enfeebled senses, can they ever be 

teased out of their befuddling shroud? 

The same answer applies to all of these and other possible queries: who knows? Doubt 

stands alone. Bereft of certainties, all we have left are fragments of a disintegrating past (the 

hesitant memories in Monolog) or a mostly imagined one (the contradictory accounts in La 
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Manivelle); cherished illusions and delusions (maybe Flora’s, but definitely Edward’s, 

muddled recollections in A Slight Ache); fictional narratives with no prospect of ever coming 

up with a proper ending (the unfinished story in Embers); or perhaps a sort of jaunty 

relativism (implicit in the Dadaist views on art expressed in Artist). 

This all-devouring doubt is important for our purposes because of how it helps link 

together the medium of radio and the thematisation of old age. Indeed, there is a striking 

synergy49 between what might at first glance appear to be only loosely related elements, 

namely the singular features of radio art and the depiction of agedness as well as sensorial 

and epistemological uncertainty. Thus, the thematisation of old age, the problematisation of 

embodiment, the unreliability of sensorial data, and the ensuing crumbling of worlds as 

remembered, imagined, or actually lived (or the loss of epistemological footing, as it were) 

are all major factors in virtually every one of the works mentioned in this chapter, and there 

is good reason to believe that this is at least partially abetted by a thematic correlation and 

even symbiosis. 

Of course, formal aspects also ought to be taken into consideration, given how radio, 

as we have seen in subchapter 3.1.2, is routinely associated with ‘ambiguity’, ‘uncertainty’, 

‘indeterminancy’, ‘skepticism’, and ‘epistemological unreliability’ (Crisell 1994, 5; Laws 

2017, 131; Guralnick 1996, 101; Crisell 2000, 468). Thus, radio is commonly believed to be 

 
49 I realise that this word, which I occasionally resort to in this dissertation, has widely been deemed 

to have been recently co-opted and devalued by its incessant use in so-called ‘corporate-speak’. 

However, it is a word that actually enjoys a long history – contrary to what some sources claim (see, 

e.g., Lexico, s.v. ‘synergy’), it originated in the middle of the seventeenth century (Etymonline, s.v. 

‘synergy’) – and honestly it is hard to find another single word or even short phrase that properly 

expresses its idea of an ‘interaction of elements that when combined produce a total effect that is 

greater than the sum of the individual elements’, a useful and perfectly valid meaning still drawn 

upon today (Dictionary.com, s.v. ‘synergy’) that is both general (not just applicable to bureaucracy 

and business mergers and so forth) and specific (difficult to adequately paraphrase). 
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‘the happiest of mediums’ for the likes of Pinter, ‘a writer who questioned verifiable 

certainties’ (Billington 2007, 95); Hildesheimer, who revelled in infusing radio works like 

Herrn Walsers Raben ‘with provocative ambivalence’ (Lenz 2016, 200); and Beckett (Smart 

2014, 534), whose well-known aversion to the positive statement (Esslin 2014, 60) would 

find an understated haven in the opacity of the hidden objects of radio art, like Dan’s dropped 

item in All That Fall, which must remain unidentifiable (Van Laan 1985, 45) and is therefore 

a vital part of what has been considered ‘one of Beckett’s more tantalizing riddles’ (Zilliacus 

1976, 33). What this means is that radio art as created by these writers, through the erosion 

of confidence in the precision of senses, memories, and language itself, often calls upon its 

listeners to question not only the possibility of real intersubjectivity between the characters 

and of their interaction with their environment but also the very materiality of its created 

worlds.50 

 This also greatly contributes to the sense of ethereality in radio art in general and in 

the radio works alluded to here in particular, which is further reinforced not only by the 

evanescence of sound itself and the depiction of many characters as frail and potentially close 

to their own demise but also by the eerie feeling of unreality instigated by bodiless voices 

‘coming out of the dark’. Thus, while in Embers the sea and the shingle give expression to 

external reality throughout the piece, the voices of the departed are indistinguishable from 

those emanating from flesh and blood. In A Slight Ache, Edward and the matchseller do 

 
50 This aspect is particularly evocative of a key proposition of philosophical scepticism: ‘the 

philosophic skeptic challenges our ordinary assumption that there is evidence available that can help 

us to discriminate between the real world and some counterfeit world that appears in all ways to be 

identical to the real world’ (Klein 2010). The thematisation in these works of scepticism, that is, the 

act of ‘turning the existence of the external world into a problem’ (Cavell 1976, 323), does not merely 

call into question reality and our relationship with it; perversely, the uneasiness that derives from the 

precariousness of what we take to be tangible and true in the ‘real’ world is compounded by the 

precariousness of the imagined worlds as well. 
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appear to go through momentous bodily changes, but they seemingly age or rejuvenate in a 

matter of minutes, not being constrained by the natural laws. And, as far as acoustic 

happenings go, the lethal tumble down the stairs in Artist may be as evocative of the material 

world as can be conceived, but voices and sounds played by machines elsewhere in that work 

are presented as indistinguishable from live ones, thereby potentially casting doubt on all 

voices and sounds. Not to mention, of course, the explicit pleas for release from the body in 

works like All That Fall and Monolog, which will be examined more carefully in their 

respective subchapters. And even La Manivelle, where the material world slowly begins to 

foist itself upon the characters who increasingly struggle to hear each other, ends with the 

recording of an old tune triumphantly smothering the roaring of the moving cars. 

 

In this subchapter and the previous one, we have seen that the works written for radio 

analysed here show how the medium’s perceived tendency towards ethereality and non-

embodiment can be and frequently is exacerbated by the combination of other elements. One 

is the thematisation of old age, which, due to its symbolic and associative potential, is often, 

rightly or wrongly, seized on as a byword for metaphysical insecurity and diminishing 

cognitive functions, that is, as a useful trope that is tapped into the better to drive a certain 

point (or even worldview, as will be argued in this dissertation for the cases of Beckett and 

Hildesheimer) home in a much more poignant and forceful manner. Another is sensorial 

unreliability, which, followed closely by the spectre of epistemological doubt, is prone to 

undermining, if not incinerating, all that connects us to the outer world and thus fosters a 

retreat into the claustrophobic confines of our own mind. It is perhaps less than a coincidence, 

then, that Beckett’s radio art begins with the most populous cast, life-like characters, and 
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dialogues as conventional as a writer such as Beckett is willing to indulge in, and ends with 

the most minimalist pieces, animated by solitary protagonists, and devoid of interactions. 

Throughout that great shift, one of the few constant aspects is the pertinence of an analysis 

of the thematisation of agedness. 
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4. From embodiment to abstraction: 

old age and the body in Samuel Beckett’s radio works 

 

4.1. Beckett criticism: on radio, old age, and embodiment 

 

4.1.1. Mishearing Beckett: on the neglect and specificity of his radio art 

In chapter 3, it was mentioned in passing that critical discourse available on radio art is 

‘relatively meagre’. This is not to say that aurality as a whole has been systematically 

overlooked – in fact, the research output of the burgeoning field of sound studies in the 

twenty-first century shows that the opposite is true. The neglect of aurality in artistic practice 

noted in 1992 by Khan in his introduction to the excellent anthology Wireless Imagination: 

Sound, Radio, and the Avant-Garde has been satisfactorily redressed in the decades since 

(see, e.g., Halliday 2013 and Kendrick 2017). 

Nevertheless, the fact is that Gregory Whitehead’s complaint, formulated in that very 

anthology, concerning the dearth of scholarly discourse on radio specifically remains all too 

relevant almost thirty years on: for him ‘the history of radio art is, in this most literal sense, 

largely a history of nobodies’ who ‘have been diminished even further by the numbing 

absence of critical discourse’ (1992, 253). This censure concurs with many similar 

assessments of the state of radio from the early 1980s, such as Rodger’s (1982, 1), Peter 

Lewis’s (1981a, 2, 11), and Drakakis’s (1981, 18),51 and was substantiated later in the 1990s 

 
51 Significantly, all of them complement their grievances with admonishing references to the gaping 

discrepancy between the sheer quantity (Rodger 1982, 3; Drakakis 1981, 18) and sometimes even 

quality (Lewis 1981a, 2; Lewis 1981c, 75) of the artistic output on the one hand and the airy and 

perfunctory nature of academic attention accorded to it on the other. 
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by Guralnick (1996, ix) and Crook (1999, 3). In 2000, Shingler further strengthened these 

arguments when he considered the disagreeable condition of avant-garde radio practitioners, 

resisted by contemporaries and ignored by historians (2000, 196). This means that attempts 

to safeguard radio’s ephemeral art – such as Arnheim’s, who justifies his writing of his 

seminal 1936 treatise on radio as likely the result of ‘a conservative disposition to guard the 

accomplishments of vanishing arts’ (1936, 7) – have to contend with not only the inexorable 

ravages of time inflicted on evanescent artistic events but also the still more lethal 

complacency of cultural and academic gatekeepers. 

Condemnation is not absolute, and pessimism is not compulsory: some of these 

scholars point out that such ‘almost wilful neglect’ is ‘to some extent understandable’ 

(Rodger 1982, 7), and that in any case it is increasingly ‘being challenged’ (Crook 1999, 4). 

But when attention is indeed paid to works written for radio, it is usually reserved for ‘the 

finest work the medium […] has to offer’ (Lewis 1981a, 6), or else the creative efforts of 

artists who ‘are better known (and certainly more celebrated) for their other artistic 

accomplishments’, as is the case of Marcel Duchamp and John Cage (Shingler 2000, 197), 

or indeed that of Beckett, Pinter, and Stoppard (Lewis 1981b, 164-165). While ‘there is 

nothing immoral or reprehensible in this’, it would be unwise to judge all that usually falls 

within the remit of so-called ‘radio drama’ based on such a selection of rarefied opera (Lewis 

1981a, 6, 7). In addition, all too often radio works are analysed without regard to the medium 

itself, and this can give rise to ‘gross misrepresentations’, which is often the case in readings 

of Dylan Thomas’s Under Milk Wood, for example (Lewis 1981c, 76) – further instances of 

this, namely pertaining to Beckett, will be mentioned in the next subchapter. 
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Yet simply drawing attention to radio art and its aural nature is no panacea: although 

academic indifference remains a major obstacle, it is important to realise that it is not 

automatically abated by the welcome expansion of sound studies – in fact, it might even be 

exacerbated by it. In a most incisive indictment, and one that is all the more surprising for 

being both completely true and rarely noted, Gregory Whitehead holds that ‘the investigation 

of radio has disappeared into the investigation of sound, the wireless body stripped and 

redressed to provide a broadcast identity for the nebulous permutations of diverse ars 

acustica’ (1992, 253, original emphasis), and that radio art is often confused with the mere 

broadcast of artistic aural productions, being thus ‘defined as simply whatever any artist from 

any medium happens to represent, acoustically, on air’ (1992, 262 n. 2, 253). 

For example, when Bloom seeks to provide a counterpoint to lugubrious eulogies of 

radio (attested as early as in the 1950s and even 1940s) by noting ‘the endurance of radio as 

a global medium and its convergence with new digital media such as the podcast’ (2016, 

132), she makes a fair point. However, that affinity can be overstated. It would be problematic 

to group mid-twentieth-century radio and the contemporary podcast together, given their 

radically different possibilities of reception and reproduction. We can consider podcasts to 

be artistic aural works but not radio art, which is, by definition, an artform that is broadcast 

and meant to be experienced ‘live’ – that is, in a way that precludes the listener’s control over 

the reproduction of the broadcast and is therefore intrinsically ephemeral. 

In an important sense, then, recent technological advances – which have largely 

lessened the aforementioned ontological instability of the radio work as performance by 

making sure that, should the listener so desire, it can be heard again and again, transcribed, 

and even manipulated in many different ways – have caused radio art as a unique mid-
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twentieth-century genre (whose artworks were precisely defined by impermanence, which in 

turn ineluctably informed their form and content) to become a curio of a bygone past. Even 

contemporary ‘radio drama’ is closer to the podcast than mid-twentieth-century radio art – 

its works are accessible at all times on their respective radio station’s website, media libraries 

such as iTunes, or some other digital platform. This could help explain why the medium 

specificity of the works of this corpus, and their obsession with the built-in and often 

explicitly thematised feeling of evanescence, is not always adequately addressed. 

 

***** 

 

Anyone familiar with the sheer quantity and quality of research on Beckett and his work 

might be excused for thinking that Beckett studies could serve as a barometer for the zeitgeist 

of literary criticism in general. Given this, it is far from unexpected that one should come 

across variants of the well-rehearsed laments revolving around the lack of critical attention 

devoted to radio art in that field as well. Despite the outsized impact they exerted on avant-

garde radio writing in general and on then-aspiring radio practitioners like Pinter and 

Stoppard in particular (Worth 1981, 192), ‘Beckett’s radio plays were, until recently, 

relatively neglected in the otherwise extensive critical literature on the author’ (Laws 2017, 

104): ‘most critics seem to have had little time for discussion of the plays in regard to the art 

and craft of radio drama per se’ (Richardson and Hale 1999, 269). Sometimes the medium is 

demeaned in a rather refined, surreptitious manner: a typical case is the critic who treats the 

Irishman’s radio works ‘as platforms for Beckett’s creative maturation’ (Smart 2014, 534) – 

as though radio were a mere springboard to newer, better things elsewhere. 
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 To downplay the significance of radio in Beckett’s development as a writer (and in 

that of the other writers of this dissertation’s corpus, for that matter) is nothing less than 

revisionism. Scholars more familiar with the history, works, and legacy of radio art tend to 

agree with the fact that the medium ‘exerted an important influence on the conventional 

stage’, namely on playwrights like Beckett, Pinter, and Stoppard (Crisell 2000, 471). Indeed, 

the fact that Beckett’s radio works ‘are contemporaneous with the most prolific period of his 

writing for the stage’ (Frost 1991, 362) is evidence of a powerful synergy – in particular, the 

stimulating effect of radio work on Beckett’s later artistic endeavours is often noted (Frost 

1999, 315; Connor 2009, 290). 

For Beckett, the medium of radio was clearly more than a creative testing ground – 

the editors of Beckett’s correspondence credit BBC producer Barbara Bray for having seen 

‘at once that it [radio] was perhaps, of all the media, the one best suited to his gifts’ (Letters 

III, 694) – and this is attested by the medium specificity of his radio works, that is, Beckett’s 

radio art’s ‘keen awareness of its own medium’ (Boyce 2009, 55). He was famously 

intransigent (Worth 1981, 192; Guralnick 1996, x; Bloom 2016, 148), or at least reluctant 

(Frost 2014, 251), when it came to adapt works from radio,52 and the reasoning behind this 

reluctance is precisely the fact that the medium specificity of his radio art renders adaptation 

problematic: ‘His radio plays are so thoroughly immersed in the medium for which they were 

written that they cannot be extracted from it without leaving something of their essence 

behind’ (Frost 1991, 366). 

 
52 But tellingly much less so when adapting for radio (Frost 2005, 1), although on occasion he did 

refuse to countenance adaptations for the airwaves, as when he ‘rejected appeals for broadcast 

versions of Krapp’s Last Tape’ (Bloom 2016, 141). His policy of medium adaptation from radio has 

been described as inconsistent and contradictory (Branigan 2008, 92), yet medium intransigence was 

still the norm. 
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 Here it is important to bear in mind Frost’s very sensible observation, which doubles 

as the perfect antidote to counteract overzealous tendencies to hail Beckett as the inevitable 

innovator: ‘Beckett did not invent radio specificity’ (2014, 251). Frost explains that, since 

‘the BBC had turned down his English translation of En attendant Godot on the grounds that 

it wasn’t radiophonic enough and encouraged to write a radio play that was’, Beckett ‘simply 

set out to provide the BBC radio drama department what it was looking for’ (2014, 251-252). 

The truth is that all good radio writing is radio specific (Rodger 1982, 133): already in 1924 

the British airwaves were treated to radio-specific works, thanks to the BBC’s broadcast of 

Richard Hughes’s A Comedy of Danger (Hand and Traynor 2011, 16), and after the BBC’s 

Drama Department saw itself lagging behind the bolder and pioneering Features Department, 

it began, through the Third Programme, to regularly commission ‘pieces written specifically 

for the microphone’ (Whitehead 1989, 150, 1).53 

 Having said that, Beckett’s radio work is indeed very medium-specific, and that is 

why the broadcast is paramount to an adequate grasp of it – in a way, it can be said to be 

closer to being the thing-in-itself than the mere words of the author’s script on the page. So, 

it has become generally accepted that ‘without hearing them it is impossible to appreciate or 

study them properly, and the extent of their presence in the Beckett canon remains 

inadequately understood’ (Frost 2014, 262). Katharine Worth goes further and, following 

Esslin, argues that if Beckett’s radio works ‘have had considerably less critical attention than 

 
53 Whilst Hughes’s work is often touted as the first one to have been written specifically for radio, 

Elke Huwiler shows that that was not the case: the first Dutch radio piece was broadcast twelve days 

before it, for instance, and a pioneering French work preceded them both by more than a year (2005, 

90-91). 
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his stage plays’, that has happened ‘because there have been few opportunities to hear them 

and they depend for their subtle effects on being heard’ (1981, 191). 

As a matter of fact, Beckett’s radio art is characterised by its ‘dependence on the 

medium’ (Worth 1981, 195) in more than one way: radio is not only the means through which 

it can actually come into being, and a medium where ‘Beckett’s growing fascinations’, such 

as ‘abstraction, minimalism, the power of silence, and the dysfunctional relationship between 

body and mind’, could all be ‘easily explored’ (Smart 2014, 534), but also a vital inspiration 

for the work itself: ‘Beckett’s work for and with the idea of radio reactivates an earlier 

tradition in which listening to radio was an active, absorbing, and laborious undertaking [… 

,] this archaic sense, very literally, of the work of radio, the strenuous, solitary ardors of 

audition’ (Connor 2009, 277-278, original emphasis; see also Worth 1981, 217). All That 

Fall’s Maddy Rooney has been likened to a ‘sound engineer of her own radio play’ (Bloom 

2016, 137; see also Boyce 2009, 58), as has Henry of Embers (Worth 1981, 203; Boyce 2009, 

57-58). Richardson and Hale truly say it best when they write that ‘Beckett’s radio plays are 

not only for radio, they are about radio’ (1999, 285; see also Boyce 2009, 49, 55ff). 

This means that when Beckett scholars, while duly acknowledging that Beckett’s 

radio art was written specifically for that medium, fail to take that fact and all that it implies 

properly into account, some violence is likely to be inflicted on said art. Marjorie Perloff 

speaks of how ‘Beckett commentators generally speak of Embers as a “skullscape” or 

“soulscape”’, which is debatable, because an ‘account of Embers as memory play taking 

place inside Henry’s mind is accurate enough in its broad outlines, but it seems to ignore the 

use of radio as medium’ (2004, 104, 105). According to Perloff, such an interpretation 

implies an underestimation of the role played by sound effects, namely the metonymic sound 
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image of the sea, which is ‘the dominant voice’ in the work (2004, 107). Further concrete 

examples of such misguided readings are not too hard to come by. When Kathryn White uses 

the words ‘sounds’ and ‘language’ more or less interchangeably to refer to ‘the medium 

through which the suffering of being can be illustrated’ (2009, 27), she is conflating two of 

the most important distinct concepts in sound studies. Similarly, Thomas Van Laan stresses 

the importance of the medium of radio for a proper appreciation of All That Fall, and to be 

fair he does discuss the work’s peculiar relationship with and reliance on sound (1985, 40-

41), but all the while he claims that ‘the play exists only through language’ (1985, 45), partly 

the better to further his take on the familiar Beckettian trope of the ‘failure of language’ 

(1985, 44), thereby (momentarily, at least) disregarding the key role played by sound. 

There are also instances of mistaking extraneous creative input for authorial intention, 

as when Porter states that ‘Beckett’s directions make sure that the first noises one hears are 

farmyard animals – a bucolic quartet of sheep, birds, cows, and roosters – immediately 

followed by the percussive sound of Mrs. Rooney’s dragging feet’ (2010, 434-435), when in 

fact the ‘bucolic quartet’ and the ‘percussive sound’ have less to do with Beckett’s 

instructions than with McWhinnie’s contested decisions as a producer of the 1957 BBC 

version.54 To assume that the BBC broadcast is a perfect materialisation of Beckett’s vision 

– or to paper over disagreements regarding the radio production’s sound design, as Porter 

does (2016, ch. 6) – is to unfairly dismiss ‘the truly significant artistic contribution of the 

production team for All That Fall’ (Laws 2017, 129). And, more generally, to suggest that 

‘human elements’ are ‘strictly controlled’ and ‘significantly reduced in radio work’ (Leeder 

 
54 As it turns out, and significantly, this was not a feature of later performances, as per Beckett’s own 

request (Frost 2014, 255-256). 
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2017, 274-275) is to disregard much of what radio work entails, and how much of it actually 

lies beyond the remit of the writer. 

This last aspect in particular can now begin to be redressed thanks to the recent 

increase in scholarship on the topic, which has namely occasioned Samuel Beckett and BBC 

Radio: A Reassessment, a most felicitous collection of essays recently edited David 

Addyman, Matthew Feldman, and Erik Tonning (2017a), riding the crest of what has been 

called the ‘archival turn’ in Beckett studies (Bloom 2016, 128). Beckett commentators who 

wish to dip their toes into the waters of his radio art despite their unfamiliarity with the 

medium now have access to an accomplished digest that contains a detailed list of all of 

Beckett’s radio productions (Feldman 2017, 21ff); a thorough breakdown of his radio 

activities, especially during the unusually prolific winter of 1957/58 (Van Hulle 2017, 51-

53); and even a legal perspective on copyright and moral rights pertaining to his radio work 

(Rosignoli 2017, 139ff). It certainly goes some way towards remedying the neglect of ‘the 

particular challenges of the sound archive’ in Beckett’s work, which ‘remain largely 

unexplored’ (Bloom 2016, 128). 

More immediately relevant to our purposes, however, are the sections dedicated to 

the dynamics between Beckett and the BBC. Thanks to these scholars’ laudable work at the 

BBC Written Archives Centre, one can learn about the Corporation’s initial reluctance and 

later enthusiasm towards Beckett (Van Hulle 2017, 49) and the parallel shift from 

ambivalence to courtship on the part of the Third Programme in particular (Tonning 2017, 

64-66); how that early reticence was fuelled by internal tensions within the BBC (Verhulst 

2017b, 86); and, crucially, the limitations Beckett faced – and sometimes seemed to welcome 

(Laws 2017, 110) – concerning radio work production and even reception (Laws 2017, 105, 
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114). All of this information allows us better to ascertain the ways in which ‘radio and the 

BBC became catalysts for Beckett’s work in the late 1950s’ (Van Hulle 2017, 56). 

The importance of the BBC on Beckett’s radio output ‘is impossible to overstate’ 

(Verhulst 2017b, 81) and should always be borne in mind when examining Beckett’s radio 

work.55 Any in-depth study of All That Fall, for instance, should be predicated on an 

understanding of the BBC’s historical, cultural, and political context, as the radio piece was 

commissioned and produced ‘at a significant time at the BBC in terms of both the internal 

relationship between radio writing for Drama and the production values of features, and the 

external impact of European developments in electronic music’ (Laws 2017, 124, original 

emphasis). As a matter of fact, it is not irrelevant to probe into the extent to which the Third 

Programme influenced the content and structure of All That Fall (Tonning 2017, 67-68), or 

even how Beckett’s technical difficulties to listen to its productions and obtaining recordings 

were thematised in later works (Bloom 2016, 141). Much of what was written in chapter 3 

about accessibility and ambiguity in mid-twentieth-century radio art was precisely meant to 

address these contextual complexities, upon which more depends than meets the eye – or the 

ear, in this case. 

 

 
55 Pim Verhulst’s assertion is as forceful as it is cogent. The one that precedes it – ‘If it had not been 

for the British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC), Beckett might never have written for the medium at 

all’ (2017b, 81) – might appear to be more disputable; after all, as Dirk Van Hulle points out, ‘[t]he 

story of Beckett’s non-radiogenic plays and the radio did not start with the BBC’ – that honour goes 

to France’s RTF, which was the first to broadcast a work of his (2017, 44). What Verhulst wishes to 

stress, however, is the BBC’s initial role as a commissioner, not merely broadcaster, of Beckett’s 

radio work (2017b, 81ff), which was indeed paramount and unlikely to have been able to be fulfilled 

by any other entity at the time. 



 

124 

 

4.1.2. Born old: on old age and the human condition in Beckett 

The treatment of the theme of old age in Beckett’s oeuvre tends to follow a modus operandi 

that is similar to how the importance of the medium for Beckett’s radio art is assessed: the 

prevalence of the theme of agedness is undeniable (Barry 2016, 206; Fries-Dieckmann 2009, 

186), especially in his later writings (Gilleard 2016; Groninger and Childress 2007, 262; 

Hubert 2005, 45), and yet far too little has been written on its significance in Beckett’s artistic 

practice and indeed personal philosophy. Kevin Branigan, for instance, discusses many of 

the works analysed in this dissertation – such as A Slight Ache, La Manivelle, All That Fall, 

Embers, and Words and Music – without ever addressing the theme of old age, beyond 

alluding a couple of times to the putative senility of the characters and to ‘the unromantic 

theme of Age’ in Words and Music (2008, 31, 113, 148). But even when that theme is brought 

to the fore (which, again, happens less often than it should), it does not always elicit readings 

that do justice to the knottiness of the concept of old age – which Beckett was clearly alive 

to. When Bloom briefly mentions ‘the emphasis on elderly characters who dominate so many 

of Beckett’s works’, she takes it to signify, as do many other critics, ‘that there is no solace 

to be found in this ageing world through the promise of regeneration’ (2016, 144). 

A starker example of this is White’s grim appraisal of Beckett’s representation of ‘the 

twilight years as horrific, as the diminution of the life force is coupled with isolation and past 

regrets’ (2009, 4). According to White, for Beckett old age boils down to ‘the horror of 

physical breakdown’: ‘the ageing process is often intolerable’, and ‘[g]rowing old is not a 

period of enjoyment or relaxation, but ultimately the culmination of life’s suffering, in which 

isolation often takes precedence and memories serve to reinforce the horror of the present’ 

(2009, 25, 26, 32). As she unflinchingly sums up: ‘Beckett’s representation of the aged is a 
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horrific study of the implications of growing old and the undesirability of reaching those 

twilight years, when all we have to look forward to is bad health, isolation and the 

overwhelming need to reach the grave’ (2009, 22). Like George Wellwarth’s nihilistic 

characterisation of Beckett (1964, 37-47), the picture White paints is mercilessly bleak, but 

it represents only a slight exaggeration of what many commentators routinely take Beckett’s 

main thrust to be as far as ageing is concerned. 

 A seemingly contrasting approach which can also be found in Beckett criticism is 

‘literary gerontology’ (see Wyatt-Brown 1992). It is an emerging field (Hepworth 2000, 4) 

that has its value, but its subordination of the literary text to an ageism-fighting agenda means 

that it is of limited use outside the realm of social science: ‘Gerontologists seldom engage 

with philosophical and literary material but, when they do, their approach is invariably 

reductive’ (Davis 2006, 30, 31). Yet even social scientific approaches that are not overtly 

influenced by anti-ageist sentiment can be reductive in a way that is not that dissimilar from 

White’s gloom-ridden diagnosis. In their 2007 article on Rockaby, Hunter Groninger and 

Marcia Day Childress propose to read that play as an enlightening guide to ‘help clinicians 

and other caregivers’ (2007, 260) – this is what Davis means by the ‘pragmatic value’ of the 

foray of gerontology into literary domains (2006, 31). However, it quickly becomes apparent 

that their account of Rockaby attaches too much significance to polemical frameworks first 

discussed here in chapter 2 such as disengagement theory and the master narrative of decline, 

and at one point the authors bluntly speak of the threat that old age poses to personhood itself 

(Groninger and Childress 2007, 270, 269). To be sure, these are not necessarily indefensible 

claims, but, when left unchallenged by similarly plausible but contradictory hypotheses, they 
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become simply another instance of old age not being discussed with the subtlety that its 

contradictory and almost indefinable nature ought to accord it. 

In other instances, analyses of old age as an important theme in Beckett are based on 

quite specific perspectives (e.g., biographical, political) and are therefore perhaps less 

adequate for the purposes of this dissertation, which places a premium on more holistic 

outlooks. Cases in point include attempts that seem to favour, and even be defined by, the 

‘late style’ approach (see, e.g., Adelman 2005). On the surface this does not appear to be the 

best lens through which to judge the phenomenon that is the repeated portrayal of older 

characters in Beckett’s writing, including his earlier works: ‘Well before he reached his 

fifties, Beckett had used old men – or decrepit men – as central characters in his novels and 

his plays’ (Gilleard 2016); Barry stresses that ‘Beckett seems to have had ageing as a 

preoccupation a good few decades before it could have been said to have arrived in his life’ 

(2016, 206). 

One way around that, of course – in keeping with this dissertation’s endorsement of 

the exploration of alternatives to chronometric time – is to consider Beckett, borrowing a 

notion that was influential in ‘the classical Greek and Roman world and through much of the 

medieval period’, to have been an ‘aged youth’, that is, one who displays the ‘wisdom of age 

in advance of their chronological years’ (Gilleard and Higgs 2018, 8). There are many other 

terms that express this or a similar idea, such as Jonathan Kalb’s curious phrase ‘tactically 

old’ (1994, 142), or Beckett’s own ‘young old man’, which he used in a letter in 1935 to 

describe a possible future character (Beckett 2008, 274 – hereafter Letters I) – a phrase, by 

the way, that was preceded by Beckett’s mock-self-diagnosis of ‘gerontophilia’ (Letters I, 

274). At any rate, White is right to remark that ‘the idea of people being prematurely old’ 
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appears to fascinate Beckett (2009, 26): as Barry points out, ‘Beckett seemed to appropriate 

the [aged] condition as spiritually his own. He said as much’ (2016, 206). However, admitting 

that a certain author might be a legitimate subject of a ‘late style’ reading does not 

automatically mean it ought to be undertaken, and indeed the specific corpus of this 

dissertation does not necessarily warrant it. 

Another example of a fairly specific approach involves political readings of Beckett’s 

Resistance (here capitalised because it is also meant in a political sense) against ‘inhumanity’, 

according to which ‘Beckett’s post-war work’ did not set out to thematise ‘the isolated, 

decrepit suffering of the aging individual that fascinated the elder Yeats, but rather that of 

the millions that were rather cavalierly put to death in realization of the kind of authoritarian 

fantasies the elder Yeats had espoused’ (Kennedy 2018, 2, 3). It is among not wholly 

dissimilar lines that Theodor Adorno famously postulates that in Endgame the condition of 

the ‘very old’ is ‘an appropriate figure for the simultaneous abstraction and concretion of 

experience after World War II’, and the aged become ‘symbolic representatives of the 

damage done to human subjects under capitalism’ (Small 2007, 180, 201). 

Specialised interpretations such as these can always be valuable within the right 

context, but they are representative of neither the ambivalence and ambiguity that defines old 

age nor Beckett’s fittingly nuanced take on it (Mangan 2013, 137).56 For all the gloominess 

of his vision, it is not uncommon to find Beckett ‘dwelling almost lovingly on the tropes of 

 
56 Besides, venturing such narrow readings of Beckett is an undertaking notoriously prone to cracks, 

given the cryptic and multifarious nature of his works; it perhaps bears pointing out that ‘Beckett, for 

one, thought that Adorno was wilfully and perversely overreading’ (Small 2007, 202). As a caveat, it 

might be added that ‘Adorno persisted, in the Aesthetic Theory, in pursuing his own line of 

interpretation, rightly arguing that interpretation is not the same thing as explanation’ (Small 2007, 

202). 
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ageing’: Barry rightly notes that, in his later work at least, ‘he puts old age, or at least its 

associated attitudes and conditions, centre stage’ (2016, 212, 207). 

What is more, old age in Beckett cannot be condensed into the familiar tale of 

senescence, as illustrated in many a Bildungsroman and indeed intuitively discerned by us in 

our own lives and in the lives of those around us. In Beckett’s universe, measured time often 

becomes moot (Salado 2016, 194), and its denizens ‘can be old without being aged’ (Salado 

2016, 195).57 The concept of time as something experienced in a linear, progressive, and 

cumulative fashion (Salado 2016, 196), a fundamental building block for conventional 

narratives, loses its status as a prime mover; we are encouraged to think less about ageing as 

a process and more about old age as a state. 

This state, it seems evident, is laden with symbolism: it has been deemed to represent 

‘the limits of thinking’, or ‘the limits of human experience’ (Small 2007, 181, 270). However, 

and unlike what many critics, namely ‘Beckett’s thanatologists’ (Barfield and Tew 2009, 3), 

seem to believe,58 those limits are not necessarily, or perhaps even at all, delineated by death. 

Barry persuasively argues that in Beckett’s trilogy, for example, ‘the moment of death cannot 

be willed or expected’, and in fact ‘its arrival may not change anything very much’ (2009, 

82); Beckett may view life ‘as a process of dying’, but death itself is less of ‘an ending, a 

boundary, or even an event at all’ than one would ordinarily presume (Barry 2009, 82),59 and 

 
57 ‘Les personnages beckettiens peuvent être vieux sans être âgés’. 
58 For a paradigm of this, see Ricks 1993, passim. 
59 This view, which rests more on a philosophical foundation than a strictly biological one, has 

actually been very recently strengthened by a scientific study in which scientists ‘partially revived 

pig brains four hours after the animals were slaughtered’ (Gallagher 2019), a finding that throws 

common perceptions of finitude into disarray. 
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this provides a rationale for a shift of emphasis from death60 to old age. As Beckett’s oeuvre 

evolves, we can see old age first gaining prominence and then becoming a linchpin (Adelman 

2005; Gilleard 2016): though initially figuring somewhat incidentally, it eventually becomes 

all-encompassing, to the point where it becomes the norm – to the point where Beckett seems 

to suggest that, in an important sense, we are born old (Schenck 2016, 299). 

This is more than a playful aphorism – the implication here is that old age stands for 

the state of simply being human, that is, the human condition. Beauvoir had the percipience 

to establish that connection in Beckett’s work back in 1970 (1970, 226), and Barry reinforces 

that link by observing that, in Beckett, ‘the condition associated with old age is seen simply 

as an amplification of the general one’ (2015, 140).61 This is the vital insight that lies at the 

heart of Beckett’s and Hildesheimer’s thematisation of old age, and it will be discussed again 

later, particularly when Hildesheimer’s Monolog is examined in chapter 5. Like Beckett’s 

radio output in general, the German author’s 1964 work lends itself to an analysis of the link 

between old age and the human condition through the specific prism of embodiment, but 

such a somatic framework stands out as particularly relevant to apply to the Irish writer’s 

oeuvre. Joëlle Chambon correctly draws our attention to how ‘Beckett’s focus on the human 

condition’ is tied not only to old age but also to the awareness of the body as ‘an essential 

source of knowledge for the old’ (2016, 173, 174). The conceptual trinity of the thematisation 

 
60 See Paul Stewart’s thought-provoking suggestion to approach Beckett’s work (in particular All That 

Fall) with a greater focus on the ideas of sterility and extinction rather than on death as a personal 

experience (2009, 172). 
61 Gullette argues that only changing the actors playing Beckett’s plays ‘from old men to [young] 

Boricuas would reveal that for Beckett a decline version of “old age” was made to stand in for all the 

sorrowful human conditions’ (2004, 176, original emphasis). I acknowledge the potential of literary 

interpretations informed by identity politics, but I do believe that attempting to read Beckett’s aged 

white protagonists not as general archetypes but as delimited constructs that can only possibly stand 

in for people who share their manifest ethnic background and age cohort is at best ineffectual and at 

worse disingenuous. 
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of old age, its instrumentalisation as a token of the human condition, and the idea of the aged 

body as an important site for meaning-making will thus form the basis upon which my close 

readings of Beckett’s radio works will be predicated. 

 

4.1.3. The radio body: on the aptness of somatic readings of Beckett’s works62 

As has been mentioned in subchapter 3.2, there seems to be some affinity between a dualist 

worldview, whose emphasis on rationality makes it markedly prone to fantasies of non-

embodiment, and radio art and the medium of radio itself. After all, radio, as we have seen, 

has frequently been deemed ‘blind’, ‘inward-looking’, and ‘disembodied’ – all traits that 

would seem to reveal a singular readiness to accommodate the ‘contained’, ‘bodiless’, and 

‘solipsistic’ voice that is ‘the Cartesian voice of Reason’, the ‘inner voice’ of Western 

metaphysics that stands for a purified intellect and therefore aspires to remain 

‘uncontaminated’ by the body or the atmosphere (Dyson 2009, 20-25). 

Beckett criticism proffers several examples of individual interpretations and 

wholesale assessments that are to a great extent complicit in this sort of thinking, such as 

Claus Zilliacus’s claim that ‘the incompatibility of mind with matter’ is a ‘split’ that is 

recurrent in Beckett’, namely in his early radio works (Zilliacus 1976, 91, 92), or White’s 

assertion in her book on Beckett and Decay that ‘Beckett illustrates the Cartesian dualism of 

body and mind throughout his work’ (2009, 4). As Ulrika Maude remarks, ‘[t]he first wave 

of Beckett scholarship, characterized by the works of critics such as Hugh Kenner and Esslin, 

read Beckett as a transcendental writer who subscribed to a Cartesian dualism’ (2009a, 1), 

 
62 Much of this subchapter has been adapted into a section of Querido 2019c. 
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an approach that is especially entrenched in the discussion of his radio works (Connor 2009, 

275). 

 Interestingly, this perspective is advanced even by those who acknowledge the 

oppressiveness and undesirability of such a putative state of affairs.63 A case in point, already 

fleetingly alluded to in subchapter 3.2.1: in his essay on Artaud’s Pour en finir avec le 

jugement de Dieu, Weiss persuasively posits that the French artist’s effort ‘failed due to the 

structural features of recording’: ‘his blasphemies, injunctions, and vituperations become 

texts for the archives; his shattered body becomes whole and normal through the effects of 

monaural recording’ (1992, 294). ‘The recording stole his voice; the radio dissimulated his 

body’, and thus ‘[r]ecording and radio – through a sort of sympathetic magic – entail a theft 

of the voice and a disappearance of the body, a radical accentuation of the mind/body split, 

with its concomitant anguish’ (Weiss 1992, 295, 300). 

 The idea of the ‘mind/body split’, then, is not only much maligned and derided, but 

also (and sometimes even simultaneously) implicitly, and often unwittingly, lent credence. 

Recent philosophical thought may vigorously challenge the notion of a ‘brain in a vat’, which 

a proper adherence to methodological scepticism would seem logically to entail (Sosa 2015, 

991) – but that takes nothing away from its allure, be it as a (possibly unconscious) credo or 

merely as a thought experiment which serves as the cornerstone of some artistic work. So, 

while in academic circles Cartesian dualism may be dismissed as something of a 

philosophical relic, the mind/body dualism is ‘deeply embedded in our philosophical and 

religious traditions’, and in everyday life we constantly fall prey to its undeniable appeal and 

 
63 This has also been noted in the context of ageing studies: ‘this dualism can be played out even in 

research which takes the somatic seriously’ (Gilleard and Higgs 2018, 5). 
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are complicit in its perpetuation, despite whatever we may rationally think about it (Johnson 

2007, 2). 

This irresistible appeal is demystified by Leder in his remarkable 1990 book on The 

Absent Body, where he shows that our intuitive embrace of Cartesian dualism is partly 

explained by the body’s ‘intrinsic tendencies toward self-concealment’ – indeed, our personal 

embodied experience actually ‘plays a crucial role in encouraging and supporting Cartesian 

dualism’ (1990, 3). Leder demonstrates that the ‘kernel of truth’ in the mind/body dualism 

means that schizoid experiences of a mind that seems to stands out to the detriment of the 

body – be it contented and therefore receding into the background or else foregrounded due 

to what is usually a negative sensation – do indeed ‘harmonize with lived experience’ (1990, 

107, 125). This helps ‘account for its abiding power’, and only once the legitimacy of its 

enticement is recognised ‘can we break its conceptual hegemony, while simultaneously 

reclaiming its experiential truths’, and so ‘effectively challenge mind-body dualism’, which 

includes taking issue with the Western ‘tendency to identify the essential self with the 

incorporeal mind’ (Leder 1990, 69, 3, 107, 69). 

 By tracking recent developments in the famously profuse Beckett criticism, and by 

making use of some theoretical instruments provided by the emerging sound studies, two 

different but related misconceptions can be punctured: namely that thematising Cartesian 

dualism is tantamount to corroborating its veracity; and that toying with notions of dis- and/or 

non-embodiment is tantamount to establishing that radio is a ‘bodiless’ medium (and, by 

extension, that the workings of the mind can and perhaps even should be uncoupled from the 

body it springs from). 
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 In a tendency that is also manifest in the scholarly readings of the other authors 

mentioned in chapter 3, ‘many critics have been tempted’ to see Beckett’s radio works ‘as an 

opportunity to focus undistractedly on the interior workings of the mind’ (Connor 2009, 275). 

This was partly abetted by Beckett’s own comments on the genesis of All That Fall, which 

seem to emphasise the ‘emergence from nothing and nowhere’ of radio art (Connor 2009, 

276), and so the voices that populate it are liable to become stand-ins for the ‘inner voice’ so 

dear to the Western philosophical tradition.64 A similar line of thought allows those critics to 

square the circle, that is, to justify the undeniably immense amount of attention given to 

physical and bodily (dis)functions in Beckett’s oeuvre (see, e.g., White 2009) as a way of 

simply setting the body apart from the mind: ‘[t]he prominence of the body and its 

decrepitude was accredited to the body’s inherent otherness; what truly mattered in Beckett 

[according to such critics] was the mind and its capacity to move beyond matter’ (Maude 

2009a, 1). 

 However, this, as Maude impeccably shows in her book Beckett, Technology and the 

Body, ‘is to offer a reductive analysis of Beckett’s writing’: the acknowledgement of his later 

and ‘most intricate and intense investigation into issues of embodiment’ has led experts on 

Beckett to ‘now widely concur that the Beckettian characters’ experience of the world is a 

markedly physical, bodily experience’ (2009a, 2, 6). Maude points out that ‘Beckett’s writing 

foregrounds the body’, not least because it ‘forms the ultimate foundation of identity’ (2009a, 

 
64 As it happens, these interiority readings find some support even within the scientific community. 

While conventionally sound is mostly thought of as a physical wave that exists outside our bodies, 

and even though it is common to consider sound to exist in the ear or at the sound source, some 

experts argue, on the strength of ‘evidence from auditory science, neuroscience, and philosophy’, that 

perception alone suffices for sound to exist: ‘sound that is imagined is both a perception and as much 

a sound as that perceived through external stimulation’ (Grimshaw and Garner 2014, 1). 
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1, 2); often, and crucially, ‘this foregrounding of bodily events serves as a rebuttal of 

philosophical idealism’ (Maude 2015, 170) – viz. Cartesian dualism. His, therefore, is ‘a 

literature of the embodied subject, in which the mind is part and parcel of the body’, and 

indeed ‘persistently conditioned’ by it (Maude 2015, 182, 170). Thus, embodiment, which is 

thematised in ‘shifting, multivalent ways’ in Beckett’s work (Bloom 2016, 143), has come 

to be considered a most relevant topic in Beckett criticism (Kennedy 2018, 1-2), and in fact 

it seems clear that his radiophonic practice and its theoretical foundations contributed greatly 

to the richness of his ongoing meditations on corporeality (McMullan 2010, 69). 

 Just as Beckett’s experimentation with notions of non-embodiment in his radio art, or 

the medium’s arguably inherent suitability to occasion such experimentation, does not mean 

that non-embodiment is shown to be in fact somehow achieved (or even ever truly desired), 

dabbling in depictions of Cartesian dualism does not mean that such a paradigm is 

representative of actual reality or even worth aiming for. Beckett’s fascination with Descartes 

is well documented (Bennett 2011, 3), and the latter had an undeniable influence in Beckett’s 

work, but this need not signify that he explored the Frenchman’s philosophy uncritically. 

Maude contends that ‘Beckett moves away from an initial Cartesianism, especially prominent 

in the novel Murphy (1938), albeit in the form of parody, to a more complex, yet at times 

reluctant, abandonment of dualism’ (2009a, 6).65 Even his later novels can be said to be 

‘Cartesian in their premises, but ironic in their method’: ‘As often with [Beckett], that which 

he loved was not that which he could accept’, and that certainly applied to ‘the premises of 

 
65 Elsewhere, Maude argues that similar dynamics are at play when ‘Beckett rejects Bergson’s 

Cartesian division into spirit and matter’, despite the latter’s ‘pervasive’ influence in the former’s 

thought (2015, 174). 
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Cartesianism’ (Ackerley and Gontarski 2004, 135).66 In fact, Beckett’s radio art has been 

usefully read from a postcognitivist angle (McMullan 2010, 247-248), whereby the steady 

radiogenic erosion of ‘the Cartesian inside-outside boundary’ represents the articulation of 

an ‘anti-Cartesian stance’ (Beloborodova and Verhulst 2018, 240). 

Entertaining a thought, as the saying goes, need not imply an acceptance of it. 

Stoppard’s Artist – where Dadaist views on art are given a significant platform, since two of 

the main characters act as their enthusiastic spokespeople – provides a perfect illustration of 

this, as his unequivocal defence of Donner’s more conventional views on art shows (Hodgson 

2001, 74). As it happens, when discussing Travesties, his later, longer, more prominent stage 

play drawing on the same themes and topics, Stoppard staunchly stands by Joyce and his 

aesthetic outlook to the detriment of Tzara and Lenin (Delaney 1990, 62-64). His predilection 

for the thematisation of chaos and scepticism, then, is not incompatible with his personal 

commitment to rationality and ‘his faith in man’s mind’ (Cahn 1979, 156). 

Likewise, when authors such as Beckett, Hildesheimer, Pinter, Pinget, and Stoppard 

depict traits and predicaments stereotypically associated with old age, play with the concepts 

of non-embodiment and mind/body dualism, and show the world through the hazy lenses of 

sensorial scepticism, they are not subscribing to any such notions. Instead of a definitive 

statement on what old age is and portends, or an aesthetics of non-embodiment, or a sceptics’ 

guide to life without the possibility of knowledge, all we are left with, to repeat a quote from 

subchapter 3.2.2, is an abiding sense of doubt. 

 
66 In this, Beckett brings to mind the Dadaists of Berlin and New York, whose pivotal theme of ‘man-

as-machine’ could be seen as ‘upholding the Cartesian viewpoint, although tinged with an intense 

irony’ (Hopkins 2004, 104). 
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Now, does the keen interest demonstrated by Beckett in dualism and non-embodiment 

prepare the ground for a dualist aesthetics of non-embodiment? That is to ask, to what extent 

can non-embodiment be said to represent not only a means to an end but indeed the telos of 

his radio works? Considering the persuasive line of argumentation taken up by the critics 

referred to in the preceding pages, which is clearly informed by ‘what has been described as 

the “somatic” turn in the humanities and social sciences’ (Gilleard and Higgs 2018, 5), a 

plausible working hypothesis would be to argue that Beckett uses the medium of radio ‘as an 

experimental laboratory for composition’ (McMullan 2010, 77), and sensorial scepticism as 

a tool, the better to problematise conventional meanings of old age and fantasies of non-

embodiment, without necessarily endorsing or rejecting any such aesthetics. 

But just as Leder warns us of how the pernicious ‘kernel of truth’ in the dualistic view 

leads us to instinctively accept it as true (1990, 107), there is something to be said about the 

early critics’ claims that Beckett is in thrall to notions that hark back to Cartesian dualism, 

which are not as easily dismissed as they perhaps would seem to be. It would be sensible to 

dispassionately consider the merits of such interpretations without losing sight of their 

shortcomings, and indeed it may be argued that the perceived disembodying propensity of 

the medium of radio – already discussed in chapter 3 – derives some corroborative strength 

from the specific way in which Beckett’s radio art developed through the years, namely the 

way in which Beckett’s articulation of the aged radio body evolved, starting from his first 

radio work, All That Fall. As we shall see, radiophonic corporeality is problematised in 

complex ways in this radio piece: it is simultaneously foregrounded and called into question, 

thus tying in perfectly with the received notion of a prominent but resented corporeality in 

old age. 
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4.2. The unbearable heftiness of being: All That Fall and embodiment67 

 

4.2.1. On corporeality and embodiment 

Before launching into a close reading of the aged body in All That Fall (first broadcast in 

1957), it is worthwhile to consider the theoretical and cultural baggage of that specific 

concept. Thinking about embodiment and old age in conjunction is not particularly 

uncommon, but it is often done in ways that deprecate both elements of the equation and 

therefore are too reductive to be of interest for the purposes of this dissertation. In the Middle 

Ages, for example, the theory of the four humours caused people to associate the aged body 

with ‘cold dryness’, which was deemed ‘old age’s inner or primary nature’ (Botelho 2005, 

127). For obvious reasons, the signs of ageing – whereby the body becomes ‘sluggish’ and 

‘skeletal’ and ‘shrinks visibly’, the skin and hair ominously ‘turn white’, and ‘the body’s 

temperature lowers’ – have always been interpreted as ‘portents of death’ (Barry 2015, 134). 

The normative association of the ageing body with irremediable decline unto death ‘is quite 

alienating, and people logically flee from this image of senility’ (Longino Jr. and Powell 

2009, 382, 385), making it much harder to follow Christine Overall’s proposal to call oneself 

‘old’ and thus reclaim the term, in ‘a pre-emptive move against ageism’ (2017, 26). 

 
67 Most of this subchapter has been adapted into an article that was published in 2020 by the Journal 

of Beckett Studies under the title ‘The Aged Radio Body: Corporeality and Old Age in All That Fall’ 

(Querido 2020). That article also includes a version of a few paragraphs from subchapters 4.1 and 

4.5.4. 
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By now it should be clear that this dismal perception of the aged body can be traced 

back to the unapologetically dualist philosophical tradition that I have already referred to a 

few times. As Baars has observed, 

 

Although the rigorous methodical efforts of Descartes, Kant, and their followers 

helped to claim an independent way to understand the world without having to rely 

on traditional authorities, the result is a highly abstract construction of an anonymous, 

bodiless, and ageless “rational subject” who has put all his trust in a formalistic kind 

of reasoning, leaving just a residual perspective on experiences of living in time. 

(2012, 147, original emphasis) 

 

However, even ‘philosophers of lived time’ such as Husserl and Heidegger fall short of 

addressing ‘the Cartesian negligence of the constitutive importance of the body’, which is 

upheld by Merleau-Ponty, and thus fail to include senescing in an account of ageing without 

allowing it to simply stand for ageing (Baars 2012, 162). The strange absence of old age in 

canonical phenomenological thought, namely in the works of Heidegger and, more 

surprisingly still, Merleau-Ponty, is also duly noted by Barry (2015, 135). 

The limits of even a phenomenological approach to fully appreciate the implications 

of the embodied nature of ageing (or, perhaps better said, the ageing nature of embodiment) 

can be partially explained by Leder’s account of the ‘dys-appearing’ body. ‘In disease’, Leder 

writes, ‘one is actively dis-abled’, as opposed to ‘simply un-able’, which characterises the 

recessive body (that is, the body that ‘falls back from its own conscious perception and 

control’): ‘Abilities that were previously in one’s command and rightfully belong to the 
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habitual body have now been lost. This could be termed the phenomenon of the “I no longer 

can”’ (81, 69, original emphasis). This ‘dys-appearance’ – that is, the foregrounding of the 

body as ‘error and limitation’ – is also a hallmark of old age (Leder 1990, 84, 86, 89). It need 

not be so: there is nothing inherently ‘dysfunctional or alienating’ about old age, as it is ‘a 

normal and necessary part of the life cycle’ (Leder 1990, 89). However, the changes that 

often accompany ageing are real enough and ‘indeed problematic’ – the reasons for old age 

to be ‘frequently equated with deterioration’ are phenomenological as well as cultural (Leder 

1990, 90, 89). 

 Be that as it may, the fact remains: ‘Ageing is – if nothing else – an embodied 

experience’ (Barry 2015, 136). As we have seen, the ageing person’s increasing awareness 

of this fact is described by Leder as the ‘dys-appearance’ of the body, that is, its salience 

through what is commonly perceived to be mere dysfunction (1990, 89-90). Unsurprisingly, 

then, reactions to the dys-appearing body tend to be defined by rejection, which materialises 

into perceptions of the body as ‘other’, as a ‘bad self’, or as a ‘betrayer of the self’ (Gilleard 

and Higgs 2018, 7-8). And it does not take much of an imaginative leap to see how artistic 

depictions of such repudiation of embodiment are ideally suited for the least bodily of all 

performative media – in the mid-twentieth century, that meant radio. 

But repudiation does not always win out, especially in literary-philosophical 

discourses (as opposed to everyday discourses). The gloom-ridden philosopher Cioran may 

have equated old age with ‘decrepitude’, but he also considered that it is the failing body that 

individualises us, and that a fruitful philosophy is indissociable from a keen awareness of the 

‘[m]alfunctions of our organs’ (2012, 110, 57, 86). And while literary representations of the 

ageing body inevitably speak of ‘decline’, Barry shows that they are also often ‘complex’ by 
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dint of their acknowledgement of the ‘strange energies that come forth at the period of 

ending’ (2015, 132). Moreover, and unlike death, ageing can be seen and described from the 

inside as well as the outside, and this makes it ‘at once irredeemably other and imminent’ 

(Barry 2015, 133, 135). These ‘exceptions and contradictions’ of the ageing body are part of 

the reason why its fictional representations so often exert ‘a strange hold’ over its fascinated 

witnesses (Barry 2015, 145), even when those witnesses have, strictly speaking, nothing to 

witness – that is, even when that body happens to be radiophonic. 

 The aged radiophonic body is precisely one of the most striking features of Beckett’s 

first radio work, as Porter shows (2010; 2016, ch. 6). Porter’s claim that thereby Beckett 

introduced the concept of the radiophonic body (2010, 438), however, is unsustainable (see 

Morin 2014, 10), and formidably representative of a tendency in Beckett criticism to 

somehow manage to overstate Beckett’s per se phenomenal artistic inventiveness: obviously, 

All That Fall was not the first work for radio to have characters puff and groan and thus to 

foreground their invisible bodies deliberately.68 Notwithstanding, it remains a key aspect of 

the radio piece, as we shall see presently. 

Unlike so many other works by Beckett, All That Fall, written in 1956 and broadcast 

in the following year (Ackerley and Gontarski 2004, 11), lends itself to paraphrase quite well 

(Zilliacus 1976, 32). Maddy Rooney, ‘a lady in her seventies’ (CDW 171)69 who was up until 

recently bed-ridden, is laboriously making her way to the Boghill train station in order to 

 
68 In fact, one need only read the manuscript of an earlier (1953) Hörspiel by Hildesheimer, 

Begegnung im Balkanexpress, in which the author signals that a given character is to have a ‘deep 

voice, somewhat short of breath, one senses an immense corpulence’ (DHS, 36). 
69 In Pinget’s otherwise very literal translation, Tous ceux qui tombent – which was made in close 

collaboration with Beckett himself (Letters III, 9) – it is written instead: ‘Une vielle dame’ (Beckett 

1957, 7 – hereafter TCQT). 
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await her blind husband Dan and walk him home, as a birthday treat. As she treks to the 

station, she comes across a host of acquaintances, all of whom are solicitous enough (if with 

varying degrees of willingness) but whom Maddy invariably estranges; her temperamental 

character is periodically compounded by bouts of anguish for her long-lost daughter. The 

train arrives late, for undisclosed reasons. Maddy and Dan then trudge along homeward-

bound, and, as the fine day deteriorates into a tempest of wind and rain, Maddy attempts to 

have Dan reveal the cause of the hold-up, which he stubbornly refuses to do. When, towards 

the end, a boy catches up with them and explains to Maddy that the delay was caused by a 

child’s fall out of the carriage and under the wheels, Dan – who twice airs his deep hatred for 

children, but also shows compassion for Maddy’s grief – unsuccessfully tries to suppress this 

report. The radio piece ends with the older couple shuffling on in silence once the tempest 

briefly abates, only to halt as it intensifies again. 

As Zilliacus observes, All That Fall’s verbal and geographical concreteness, large 

cast, and relatively eventful plot set it apart from most of the Beckett canon (1976, 30, 32). 

For these and other reasons, it is commonly accepted that ‘Beckett’s first radio play is also 

the most accessible one’ (Frost 2014, 254), a fact that no doubt contributes to the fact that it 

‘was favourably received’ (Ackerley and Gontarski 2004, 11). This greater intelligibility is 

partly explained by the pressures of the medium itself (see chapter 3).70 They exert 

considerable influence precisely due to the radiogenic nature of All That Fall – Beckett’s 

 
70 But frankly it would be erroneous to suggest, as Esslin does, that its themes are therefore delved 

into ‘in a somewhat lighter and less searching manner’ than in Beckett’s contemporary stage plays 

(2014, 53). Depth is of course to a certain extent a matter of debate, and Waiting for Godot and 

Endgame do set the bar sky-high, but I trust that the close readings of this chapter will suffice to show 

that such a comparison would not be entirely out of place. As for the attribute ‘light’, it is, as we shall 

see, patently inadequate, regardless of the terms of reference. 
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aforementioned medium intransigence is often cited in relation to this radio work, which for 

Frost ‘admits to staged readings but not theatrical stagings’ (2014, 254).71 That radiogeneity 

is exemplarily demonstrated by Bloom in her reading of Beckett’s first radio piece as a work 

that is preoccupied with ‘[s]onic obsolescence’ and that cannot be dissociated from having 

been ‘conceived in the shadow of radio’s apparent vanishing act’ (2016, 128, 133). 

Such radiogeneity has often led critics to consider that All That Fall is mostly, if not 

solely, concerned with inner life, or what Murphy’s eponymous character might have called 

‘the little world’: Kalb, for example, believes that Beckett ‘clearly intends to suggest that the 

entire action may take place in Maddy’s mind’, finding validation for this view in the 

proximity to the microphone by Mary O’Farrell, the actress who plays her in the first 

production (1994, 127). Similarly, for Frances Gray the listener is continuously steeped ‘in 

Maddy Rooney’s consciousness’, citing McWhinnie’s ‘grotesquely distorted, aural slapstick’ 

as evidence of this (1981, 67). McWhinnie himself seems to validate this hypothesis when 

he argues that the first line is supposed to come across as ‘an unspoken thought, magically 

overheard’ (1959, 134). For Frost too the action ‘takes place entirely inside the mind of 

Maddy Rooney’, and the invisibility of radio is used precisely ‘to exploit interiorities’ (2014, 

254, 257). 

The problem with an overemphasis on interiority in this work is that sometimes 

accuracy is sacrificed in the altar of symbolism for the sake of a neat narrative. In line with 

 
71 An intriguing attempt to skirt the issue was Crook’s and Tom Morris’s 1996 ‘virtual sound, 

completely blacked out stage presentation’ of All That Fall involving blindfolded actors ‘who would 

perform to an audience which was rendered physically blind’ (Crook 1999, 67). Going through the 

trouble of transforming aural art into a double-blind stage performance might seem redundant (not to 

mention negligent of the work’s medium specificity), but it does seem to offer an alternative way of 

thinking through (and actually feel) the radio piece’s thematisation of embodiment. 
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the interpretations alluded to in the preceding paragraph, Porter asserts that ‘[i]n All That 

Fall, the point of view is always squarely that of Mrs. Rooney’, and he bases part of his 

reading of the radio piece on the putative ‘decision to position O’Farrell, and no one else, 

inches from the microphone’ (2010, 435, 442) in the original BBC broadcast. For the most 

part, it is so; this is particularly evident when Maddy, close up, talks with a far-sounding 

Christie. Strictly speaking, however, this is not entirely true: as the protagonist comes out of 

Mr Slocum’s car, she sounds distant, whereas in that particular instance, for whatever reason, 

the actor giving voice to the very minor character Tommy is clearly closer to the microphone 

(ATF 1957, 21:10 et seq.).72 

Still, this notion of radio art causing the head to become a ‘mental theater’ (Campbell 

2009, 152) is frequently taken to its logical – if perhaps disputable – conclusion, namely the 

idea that All That Fall is first and foremost defined by immateriality. For example, Julie 

Campbell insists on the ‘disembodied quality’ and ‘insubstantiality of the characters’, 

believing that Maddy is ‘halfway between life and death, in that she is only partly realized 

by the listener’: she, like the other characters, exists ‘in sound only’, which means that ‘there 

is no Maddy, really. She is just a voice, a collection of sounds, coming out of the radio’ (2009, 

150, 156, 157, 162; see Branigan 2008, 19, 88 for a similar opinion). This thesis is lent some 

credence by Emilie Morin’s account of All That Fall’s debt to acousmatics, described by 

Schaeffer as ‘a noise that one hears without seeing the causes from which it originates’ 

 
72 A quick note on the choice of radio productions is in order. Because it would have been impractical 

to discuss all of them, I elected to focus on two variants: the original 1957 BBC broadcast, for evident 

reasons; and the 2006 RTÉ version produced on the occasion of Beckett’s centenary, which I chose 

partly due to its nearly unimpeachable fidelity to the text (I find that it respects the length of silences 

and pauses indicated in the text much better than the 1957 production, and its voice casting seems to 

be more adequate). 
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(quoted in Morin 2014, 1-2).73 Morin argues that ‘Schaeffer’s reflection on acousmatics, in 

turn, shares important artistic and conceptual affinities with Beckett’s utilizations of 

disembodied voices’, whose ‘explorations of disembodiment’ hinge on ‘[t]he ethereal nature 

of the recorded voice and the immateriality of the radiophonic body’ (2014, 1, 10). 

It bears pointing out, however, as Olga Beloborodova and Pim Verhulst do, that 

‘immateriality does not necessarily equal interiority’: Beckett’s shift of attention ‘away from 

the representation of characters’ thoughts to the workings of the mind and cognition itself’ 

need not ‘signify a form of inward turn – instead, the ubiquitous dualist divide dissipates, and 

environmental elements are still present and sometimes even dominant, albeit in a different, 

perhaps less material form’ (2018, 254, 245, 248). All That Fall is a good example of this: 

‘Although using the protagonist (rather than the narrator) as focalizer does invoke a sense of 

greater interiority, the environment is never far off’ (Beloborodova and Verhulst 2018, 249). 

An approach that differs greatly from interiority readings consists of emphasising 

how ‘bulkily bodily’ All That Fall is (Connor 2009, 290). Porter, for instance, writes at 

considerable length on the ‘radiophonic body’ in the radio piece (2010; 2016, chapter 6), 

even though he focuses more on themes such as ‘sterility, paralysis, decay and death’ (2010, 

431) rather than old age, which is mentioned only in passing (2010, 434). Instead, Porter 

comments more thoroughly on Maddy’s ‘surprising materiality and presence’, which is 

conveyed both through language and sounds, that is to say both ekphrastically and by means 

of sound effects (2010, 431, 438); the ‘visceral effect of embodied subjectivity’ of ‘Maddy’s 

radio body’ means that it is ‘far more present than absent’ (Porter 2016). Beloborodova 

 
73 Although she perhaps overstates her case when she claims, eschewing qualification, that ‘the play 

originated from plans and conversations that were driven by the BBC’s keenness to emulate the work 

carried out by Schaeffer’ (Morin 2014, 2). 
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and Verhulst also speak of ‘Maddy’s sprawling body’, and of her ‘continuous interaction 

with her environment’, as evidence of the existence of a material outer reality (2018, 250). 

Anna McMullan deems All That Fall an example of how ‘radio can foreground the immediate 

experience of corporeality’ (2010, 69). And Maude, an expert proponent of somatic readings 

of Beckett, takes great pains to draw attention to Beckett’s masterful use of sound to 

emphasise embodiment and materiality (2009a, 48). She finds readings that impute to All 

That Fall too great a focus on interiority ‘problematic’ (2009a, 49): ‘Although Beckett’s use 

of sound has often been considered a marker of privileged interiority, on closer inspection, 

Beckett exploits the spatially and temporally transgressive qualities of the acoustic to 

emphasise the materially grounded nature of subjectivity’ (2009a, 69). Disagreeing with 

scholars who think of radio as ‘aural, temporal, nonspatial and uncorporeal’ (Zilliacus quoted 

in Maude 2009a, 48), Maude instead considers that ‘All That Fall prioritises exteriority and 

matter over interiority’, as attested, among other elements, by ‘Beckett’s almost obsessive 

insistence on corporeal sounds in the play’ (2009a, 49, 53). 

 This is perhaps a good time to differentiate between two cognate concepts: 

corporeality and embodiment. Gilleard and Higgs draw attention to the interchangeable use 

of these terms in ageing studies and devise a helpful distinction between them: corporeality 

concerns the body as ‘a social actant’, whose existence need not encompass the notion of 

agency; and embodiment or ‘the body as a social agent’, which ‘refers to its materiality as an 

inseparable element in the realisation of personal and social identity’ (2018, 5). Thus defined, 

embodiment is contingent and dependent on practices, narratives, and performance, whilst 

corporeality is a necessary ‘boundary or barrier to what might otherwise appear as an almost 

limitless transformation’, which might be translated into a view of ‘old age as the ultimate 
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endgame’ (Gilleard and Higgs 2018, 6, 7). This is a very useful distinction, and it will inform 

further discussions of old age in general and of All That Fall in particular. 

There is some truth to both interior and somatic readings, and we may begin by 

analysing the evidence that testifies to Maddy’s aural corporeality, that is, the ‘surprising 

materiality’ of what is in effect a disembodied voice floating in the airwaves. Dan’s scathing, 

oft-cited jeer – ‘Two hundred pounds of unhealthy fat!’ – is vividly brought to life by the 

constant sound of her ‘dragging feet’ and the ludicrously lewd ‘[s]ounds of effort’ when she 

is hoisted onto and extracted from Mr Slocum’s vehicle (CDW, 191, 172, 178).74 The voice 

acting is another important factor to take into consideration: in the 1957 BBC broadcast, 

Maddy is strong-voiced, and Dan sounds positively aggressive at times. Maddy’s staunch 

corporeality bursts through not only the actual radio work but also the text itself: her abrupt 

and overwhelming mood swings, exquisitely rendered in the original as well as later 

productions, are made explicit in the textual directions (e.g., CDW, 176). Moreover, the realm 

of sensual pleasure is clearly not alien to Maddy, as the flirtatious and innuendo-rife nature 

of many of her encounters on her way to the station suggest,75 and neither is she indifferent 

 
74 Here it should be noted that the much-vaunted grunts and groans so often heard in different 

productions, and which indubitably colour somatic interpretations of the radio piece, are only rarely 

found in the actual text, yet they are particularly prevalent in McWhinnie’s 1957 production, where 

his notorious ‘four-in-a-bar metre’ (McWhinnie 1959, 133) causes Maddy to rhythmically grunt as 

she walks. In RTÉ’s 2006 version, for instance, we hear her grumbling radio body much more seldom. 
75 Some of the main instances of this are so routinely discussed (namely her interactions with Mr 

Tyler and the suggestively named Mr Slocum) that I will not dwell on them. I will only add a curious 

nugget: even the word she uses to apologise to Miss Fitt for all the noise and fracas, ‘ramdam’ (CDW, 

185), has an unmistakably racy quality to it, being a euphemism for lovemaking in French; although 

Beckett does not allude to that meaning when he clarifies this word for translators on two separate 

occasions (Letters III, 59; Letters IV, 296), it is attested in the early twentieth century (CNRTL, s.v. 

‘ramdam’). This would explain Miss Fitt’s pious astonishment at that word in the RTÉ broadcast. 

Though superbly voiced and thematically coherent, her ‘marvelling aside’ (CDW, 185) is based on a 

printing error, since that line is supposed to be voiced by Mr Tyler (Verhulst 2015, 62), as is the case 

in the BBC broadcast. This confusion might elucidate why, in a rare deviation from the text, Pinget 



 

147 

 

to human warmth and tenderness, as she repeatedly pleads with Dan to engage in public 

displays of affection, although he is so disinclined to do so that he threatens to hail a cab if 

she does not ‘pull [herself] together’ (CDW, 189). To mention only one more piece of 

evidence, in a single, characteristically earthly tour de force she uses the word ‘celibates’ as 

an insult, alludes to her ‘heart and kidney trouble’, and complains that the delay risks ruining 

her ‘Saturday roast’ (CDW, 187). 

 Much, then, can be said in defence of Maddy’s aural corporeality, which is defined 

by frailty as much as by a perhaps unexpected vigour, or what McMullan calls her 

‘carnivalesque energy’ (2010, 74) – even Katarzyna Ojrzyńska’s accurate and superficially 

unrelated observation that ‘most of the time she seems closely focused upon the “here and 

now”’ (2014, 49), which is truer for Maddy than for any future protagonist in a radio work 

by Beckett, corroborates this notion. As it happens, critics from the ‘interiority’ camp are 

unlikely to take issue with Maddy’s corporeality: their argument need not be refuted by it, 

since their point is often that everyone else is made to come across as spectral, in accordance 

with a more or less solipsistic view anchored to the protagonist, whose perspective the 

listener is forced to adopt and whose existence is therefore the only one that is clearly 

established (e.g., Gray 1981, 67). Even commentators who rally under the somatic banner 

integrate incorporeal elements into their reading. Porter actually goes further than most when 

describing the full extent of Maddy’s ‘aurally defined largeness’, but he does so partly by 

contrasting it with its ‘exact opposite’: ‘her blind husband, Dan, who embodies a diminishing 

selfhood’ (2010, 436). 

 
– who incidentally translates ‘ramdam’ as branlebas (meaning ‘agitation’, derived from naval 

warfare) – simply leaves that aside out altogether (TCQT, 39). 
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Such interpretations of the maybe centenarian Dan as a helpless symbol of physical 

decay (White 2009, 29, 17), however, are far from watertight. His assertiveness, which is 

punctured a couple of times by his forgetfulness, is manifest both in the directions provided 

in the text and in the original and later radio productions. Also, and besides a comical 

reference to his body and the ways in which it can make itself felt by others when he hopes 

that he had the train compartment to himself, ‘for I made no attempt to restrain myself’ 

(CDW, 192), his visceral anxiety at finding himself ‘confined’ is telling (CDW, 195). The 

train, he reports to Maddy, was at a standstill, and at first he did not mind it much, but ‘[t]hen 

gradually a – how shall I say – a growing desire to – er – you know – welled up within me’, 

and he soon decided that ‘[i]f we sit here much longer, I said, I really do not know what I 

shall do. I got up and paced to and fro between the seats, like a caged beast’ (CDW, 195; 

notice the simile). This irrepressible physiological urge,76 along with the fidgety behaviour 

it brings about, is seldom mentioned, unlike the ominous, all-important ‘Nip some young 

doom in the bud’ part (CDW, 191), which is in itself indicative of a rapacious will (in its 

Schopenhauerian sense of blind driving force) and thus hardly compatible with notions of 

‘diminishing selfhood’. 

It is not just Maddy, then, who can be said to be invested with aural corporeality; in 

fact, it is interesting to note, as a complement to footnote 74, that according to the radio text 

it is Dan’s radio body that ought to make itself heard the most, since, we are told, he ‘pants 

incessantly’ (CDW, 187). Other instances that further lend some sort of material concreteness 

 
76 It bears pointing out that Pinget understandably omits Dan’s remark on the etymology of the Gaelic 

word ‘fir’, or men’s restroom (which will be mentioned in footnote 97), and in lieu of it writes the 

word ‘Déception’ (TCQT, 67), thus adding the insinuation that the trip to ‘the men’s’ was in vain. It 

is not at all out of place, being in keeping with the general theme of bodily failure so widespread in 

All That Fall and in Beckett’s oeuvre in general, but an addition all the same. 
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to the general soundscape of All That Fall include the sound of Christy welting his hinny 

(CDW, 173),77 or the scene of domestic violence overheard by the older couple, caused, 

Maddy tells her husband, by the fact that Mrs Tully’s ‘poor husband is in constant pain and 

beats her unmercifully’ (CDW, 193). Besides illustrating the idea of pain begetting pain – 

which in turn informs the larger themes discussed later on in this chapter which include 

sterility, old age, and the human condition – this incident, among others, complicates the 

contention that ‘Maddy’s presence is the more interesting against the backdrop of the play’s 

[…] ghostly beings [… and] spectral bodies’ (Porter 2016, ch. 6). In fact, it is in greater 

harmony with Maude’s view that the speaking characters’ ‘absent bodies’ actually 

‘repeatedly find their way into All That Fall’, thus buttressing those characters’ claim to 

‘situatedness and facticity’ (2009a, 52, 56). 

 

4.2.2. ‘Voices, not bodies’: failing corporeality, failed intersubjectivity 

Part of the joy in studying works like All That Fall, however, is the wealth and variety of 

plausible interpretations that can spring from them. Let us again consider those two minor 

episodes. Mrs Tully’s cries are clear markers of pain, but they are not accompanied by any 

sound suggestive of a physical struggle; they come across more like anguished lamentations 

echoing in the twilight, especially in the RTÉ version. And when the hinny is welted, the 

sound always makes its way to the radio productions, as per Beckett’s written instructions – 

 
77 This is prompted by Maddy herself – and, what is more, she orders it twice in quick succession, 

which is reminiscent of Henry’s shaman-like summoning of a variety of sounds in Embers. Bearing 

comparison with Henry’s conjurations as it does with Maddy’s own evocation of the rural soundscape 

(CDW, 192), this episode might seem to elicit disembodied or ‘interiority’ readings. However, 

Christy’s third welt is unbidden, and in fact Maddy has to beg him to stop striking the hinny (CDW, 

173). 
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but we do not hear her react in any way. Before the welting, Maddy marvels at how ‘[s]he 

does not move a muscle’ (CDW, 173), and the listener is given no reason to believe that 

anything changes after it. All the hinny does is stare at Maddy, who finds it so unbearable 

that she asks Christy to ‘pull her eyes away from me’ (CDW, 173). That haunting image of 

an unfeeling creature with the defiant attitude of a revenant is not ineptly described by a 

phrase such as ‘spectral body’.78 

This seeming detachment of beings from the putative stresses of the physical world, 

and of wailing voices from what one would expect to be the material cause of their suffering, 

is concurrent with Maddy’s – and, unlike what is often claimed, also Dan’s – corporeality, 

and that complicates the equation of embodiment. This helps explain the ubiquity of somatic 

readings of Beckett’s work structured around paradox.79 

Another instance of a pregnant mismatch between words and sounds is the enigmatic 

moment when Dan supposedly cries: 

 

[MRS ROONEY:] All day the same old record. All alone in that great empty house. 

She must be a very old woman now. 

MR ROONEY: [Indistinctly.] Death and the Maiden. 

 
78 This specific comparison with a revenant is meant as a little provocation, but it is not completely 

unwarranted. It is inspired by the fact that Maddy, shaken by her encounter with the hinny, 

immediately proceeds to allude to the loss of her ‘little Minnie’ in a way that, for all its obliqueness, 

establishes a causal link and, interestingly, seems to be suffused with guilt: ‘What have I done to 

deserve all this, what, what? [Dragging feet.] So long ago… No, no!’ (CDW, 174). Such a reading of 

the last line is partly suggested by the dramatic, desperate way in which ‘No, no!’ is rendered in the 

1957 broadcast, but in Pinget’s translation its original meaning of representing a mere false start when 

attempting to quote some lines of poetry becomes clearer (TCQT, 12). 
79 A popular approach is to stress the radiogenic interplay or ‘oscillation’ between ‘presence’ and 

‘absence’ – those three keywords are used by both Séan Kennedy (2018, 2) and Connor (2009, 282, 

285). Morin (2014, 19) and Porter (2016, ch. 6) also make use of paradox as a hermeneutic key to 

interpret embodiment in Beckett. 
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[Silence.]  

MRS ROONEY: You are crying. [Pause.] Are you crying?  

MR ROONEY: [Violently.] Yes! (CDW, 197) 

 

The plausible reasons for his unexpected show of emotion are legion. Does he feel sympathy 

for the ‘very old woman’? Or sorry for Maddy, having associated her with that woman, or 

for some other reason, such as her searing heartache over the loss of Minnie, a dead maiden 

of sorts? Is this perhaps a rare glimpse into his possible guilt over the actual death of a 

maiden80 just a while before? Or is it simply it a Wordsworthian ‘spontaneous overflow of 

powerful feelings’ triggered by music, that noblest of arts? At all events, his display of 

vulnerability – and the outburst (a ferocious one in the 1957 broadcast) that immediately 

follows it – is analogous to those of Maddy, and further corroborates an interpretation of the 

characters founded on the principle of the ‘embodied mind’, whereby emotion is inextricably 

intertwined with, and is as important as, reason (Johnson 2007, 11, 14). 

Curiously, however, in the radio productions analysed here the listener does not 

actually hear him cry – just as the text prescribes, there is only ‘silence’.81 She affirms it, he 

 
80 The gender of the victim is not specified in the text. However, Stewart’s reminder could be relevant: 

while in the published version Dan wishes to ‘kill a child’ (CDW, 191), an early manuscript of All 

That Fall ‘specifies that Dan wishes to not merely kill a child, but specifically a young girl’ (2009, 

173). 
81 This is all the more significant when we consider that Beckett seems to prefer to err on the side of 

caution and thoroughness. The text specifies that Mr Slocum is ‘[i]n position behind’ Maddy; that 

Miss Fitt ‘looks’ in some direction (three times) and ‘proffers her arm’ to Maddy, who asks for the 

other one and duly ‘takes MISS FITT’s right arm’; that the aged couple ‘turn’, and that when they 

halt once it is ‘on MR ROONEY’s initiative’ and later it is ‘on MRS ROONEY’s initiative’; and, the 

most interesting instance of all, that ‘MR ROONEY suddenly appears on platform’ – notice not only 

the ocular verb but especially the adverb of manner used (CDW, 178, 185-186, 183, 184, 191, 189, 

190, and 187, respectively). This is a representative sample of the many details that can hardly, and 

in some cases simply cannot, be conveyed aurally and yet find their way into the text. 
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confirms it, but the heedful listener, ever kept in the dark, hears no evidence of this and thus 

cannot help wonder whether it did in reality happen.82 These incidents, like resolute little 

glitches imbued with what the poet John Keats called ‘negative capability’, invite 

comparison with the thematisation of sensorial and epistemological scepticism so prevalent 

in the radio works discussed in chapter 3 – in this regard, the unsolvable (Guralnick 1996, 

84) and therefore all the more tantalising (Zilliacus 1976, 33ff) mystery concerning Dan’s 

role in the death of the child is a representative microcosm of the work as a whole, and it is 

not immaterial that Beckett insisted on the importance of it remaining ambiguous, indeed 

unknown even to himself (Letters III, 435). More important for our current purposes, though, 

is to note the eerie disconnect between bodies and emotions on the one hand and their 

material or visible (in this case, audible) manifestations on the other, which plays havoc with 

both the characters’ (even if merely aural) corporeality and the plausibility of the claim that 

they lead an embodied existence (even restricted as it is to the realm of fiction, naturally). As 

Beckett himself stated upon refusing to sanction a staged reading of All That Fall, its text is 

‘for voices, not bodies’ (Letters III, 63). 

The character that best epitomises the overtures to or at the very least thematisation 

of dis- or non-embodiment in All That Fall is clearly Miss Fitt. She presents herself as a 

devout Protestant who in church is ‘alone with her Maker’, ‘oblivious’ to the point that she 

sees nothing and no one – even, rather conveniently, when the collection is taking place 

(CDW, 182). She takes heed of no one, and no one takes heed of her – in a way, she muses, 

 
82 Interestingly, when Maddy says ‘Mercy! What was that?’, to which Christy replies ‘Never mind 

her [the hinny]’, there is no indication in the text that the hinny makes a sound of any kind; there is 

only a pause (CDW, 173). Unlike the way they handled Dan’s supposed crying, however, both the 

1957 and 2006 radio productions have the hinny whinny, so their directors must have assumed that 

the radio text was at fault. 
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‘the truth is I am not there, Mrs Rooney, just not really there at all.’ (CDW, 183). Her 

commitment to the material world is so tenuous that, ‘[l]eft to myself, with no one to check 

me, I would soon be flown … home’ (CDW, 183). 

Her contrast to Maddy’s corporeality could not be starker. As they contemplate the 

possibility of a collision having been the reason for the train’s delay, their opposite reactions 

to that zenith of materiality are particularly illuminating: 

 

MRS ROONEY: [Enthusiastically.] A collision! Oh that would be wonderful!  

MISS FITT: [Horrified.] A collision! I knew it! (CDW, 186) 

 

There are other, more oblique instances of this: Miss Fitt likes to hum her hymns, and when 

Maddy ‘joins in with the words’ Miss Fitt stops and loses all composure: ‘MISS FITT: 

[Hysterically.] Stop it, Mrs Rooney, stop it, or I’ll drop you!’ (CDW, 184). This idea of ‘pure’ 

music being contaminated by earthly words has been foreshadowed in chapter 3, when we 

considered the putative purity of sound, and will be discussed in greater detail in the analysis 

of Beckett’s Words and Music in subchapter 4.5.83 

That being said, even the ageing couple’s own corporeality – for which, as we have 

seen, a strong case can be made – not only ‘dys-appears’ but threatens to actually disappear 

 
83 Miss Fitt’s first line – ‘Mrs Rooney! I saw you, but I did not know you’ (CDW, 182) – is also 

symptomatic of her feeble grasp of and indeed disdain for the world of mundane phenomena. The 

choice of the word ‘know’ – also employed in that specific sense in Embers (CDW, 256) – is peculiar. 

Pinget simply translates it as a second instance of seeing (TCQT, 33); this is fitting, since 

etymologically ‘know’ – from Old English cnawan, ‘perceive a thing to be identical with another’ 

(Etymonline, s.v. ‘know’) – just as ‘see’, is related to perception, which in turn is an inheritance of 

the age-old ocularcentric view of knowledge (see chapter 3). More importantly, however, this idea of 

seeing but not knowing, of failing or not wishing properly to register sensorial stimuli because of 

their limited truth value, is further evidence of Miss Fitt’s radiogeneity, by which here I mean in part 

her scrupulous adherence to the notion of epistemological scepticism (see chapter 3.1.2). 
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through sensorial erosion and failing lifeforce. Dan’s often cited lamentation concerning his 

ill health leads him to conclude that the loss of his sight ‘was a great fillip’, and that he ‘might 

pant on to be a hundred’ should he also ‘go deaf and dumb’ (CDW, 191-192). And Maddy 

herself – whose body manages to come across as ‘both a material encumbrance which 

weights every step and a protean material which shifts its shape to match her affective and 

psychic state’ (McMullan 2010, 70) – is not substantially better: she has just re-emerged 

from a long stay at the hospital, declares herself to not be ‘half alive nor anything approaching 

it’, and reports feeling ‘very cold and weak’ and ‘very cold and faint’ towards the end of the 

radio piece (CDW, 175, 193, 194).84 This important sense of disintegration as opposed to 

sudden obliteration (which will be looked at again later in this chapter) is reinforced when 

she justifies her venturing outdoors, which she dramatically describes as ‘suicide’, as being 

a lesser evil than the ‘lingering dissolution’ that is ‘to be at home’ (CDW, 175). 

Even more intriguingly, their corporeality is not only precarious, it is also often 

reluctant. Dan’s fleeting mention of his wish ‘to be buried alive’, which for him would be 

even better than ‘fully certified death’ (CDW, 194), cannot really hold a candle to Maddy’s 

insistence on how much of a curse corporeality can be, and her professed dream of escaping 

it altogether (McMullan 2010, 70). She protests that she is ‘tired of light old hands on my 

shoulders and other senseless places, sick and tired of them’, and, exasperated with her own 

 
84 Her bearing, accessible to the listener only through other characters’ accounts, is worthy of note. 

Both Mr Slocum – ‘Is anything wrong, Mrs Rooney? You are bent all double’ (CDW, 177) – and 

Miss Fitt – ‘Is anything amiss, Mrs Rooney, you do not look normal somehow. So bowed and bent’ 

(CDW, 183) – use similar terms to comment on both Maddy’s bent posture and its unnaturalness, 

even considering her age and physical afflictions. The relationship between such a posture and decline 

unto death is plain enough, but it is curious that in Old English there was a verb, ‘cringan’, that 

explicitly combined the motion of bending with the act of dying – its root, ‘from Proto-Germanic 

*krank- “bend, curl up”’, gave rise to the meaning ‘yield, give way, fall (in battle)’ (Etymonline, s.v. 

‘cringe’), because being run through by a weapon normally causes one to bend double. 
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restlessness and her ‘seething out of my dirty old pelt, out of my skull’, longs for actual and 

complete dissolution: ‘oh to be in atoms, in atoms! [Frenziedly.] ATOMS!’ (CDW, 175, 177). 

In a passage that invites comparison with Martin’s situation and musings in Hildesheimer’s 

Monolog, Maddy daydreams as follows: 

 

[MRS ROONEY]: Would I were lying stretched out in my comfortable bed, Mr 

Barrell, just wasting slowly, painlessly away, keeping up my strength with arrowroot 

and calves-foot jelly, till in the end you wouldn’t see me under the blankets any more 

than a board. [Pause.] Oh no coughing or spitting or bleeding or vomiting, just 

drifting gently down into the higher life, and remembering, remembering… [The 

voice breaks.]… all the silly unhappiness… as though… it had never happened… 

(CDW, 180-181) 

 

This hankering after an aethereal state (be it dead, alive, or anywhere in between) cannot 

easily be dismissed as just another one of Maddy’s sentimental plaints. It provides the 

champions of ‘interiority’ and dualistic readings with ammunition for their arguments, and 

it chimes with the unique traits of the medium already discussed at length in chapter 3. Other 

examples of the radiogenic thematisation of non-embodiment tend to be simply playful,85 

but here it is clearly a matter of much greater thematic significance. The most well-known 

 
85 Some of them are routinely quoted, as when Maddy asks: ‘Am I then invisible, Miss Fitt?’, or when 

she says: ‘Do not imagine, because I am silent, that I am not present, and alive, to all that is going on’ 

(CDW, 182, 185). Other, lesser-known tongue-in-cheek allusions to the medium’s invisibility include 

Maddy’s confused ‘Am I out?’ – which should be as easy for her to ascertain herself as it is impossible 

for the listener to do so – and Mr Barrell’s decidedly odd follow-up question upon being told that the 

person that is speaking is ‘[t]he dark Miss Fitt’: ‘Where is her face?’ (CDW, 180, 184). 
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and powerful exploration of non-embodiment in All That Fall is Maddy’s melancholy speech 

on solitude, which is brimming with aural antinomies: 

 

MRS ROONEY: All is still. No living soul in sight. There is no one to ask. The world 

is feeding. The wind – [Brief wind.] – scarcely stirs the leaves and the birds – [Brief 

chirp.] – are tired singing. The cows – [Brief moo.] – and sheep – [Brief baa.] – 

ruminate in silence. The dogs – [Brief bark.] – are hushed and the hens – [Brief 

cackle.] – sprawl torpid in the dust. We are alone. There is no one to ask. [Silence.] 

(CDW, 192) 

 

She supposedly speaks in response to Dan’s uncertainty concerning his age, but this is more 

of a monologue. To be more exact, it actually comes across as a soliloquy; unlike the 

monologue, which ‘is addressed to someone’, the soliloquy ‘is spoken by someone who is 

alone or acts as though he were alone’ – the distinction between the two, as Zilliacus fittingly 

points out, already ‘tends to break down in radio, because here only the present speaker’s 

presence is certain’ (1976, 56), and in this particular moment such boundaries are blurred to 

the point of becoming moot. Maddy’s despondent ‘There is no one to ask’ is clearly meant 

to be a grand statement that is illustrated, if elliptically, by her figurative meditation on the 

farmyard animals that surround her: we hear token aural signs of each animal that she evokes, 

only for her to immediately undermine their stability as signifiers, claiming that the beings 

they refer to issue no such sounds (and indeed cannot possibly do so, as is half-implied of 
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the hens who ‘sprawl torpid in the dust’).86 The implication of this, of course, is that such a 

pseudo-presence might also apply to the colourful roster of characters whose existence the 

listener had hitherto been led simply to presume.87 

 What this also means is that in All That Fall – like in A Slight Ache (Querido 2018, 

73-76) – the spectre of failed intersubjectivity rears its ugly head. This is often interpreted in 

the light of the absurdist theme of failure of communication: for instance, Gray comments 

on the couple’s intense preoccupation with language (1981, 66), McWhinnie notes that all 

encounters ‘are meetings between people who fail to communicate with each other’ (1959, 

137), and for Porter ‘the ability of language to signify reality’ is put in question (2016, ch. 

6), as is for Van Laan (1985, 45).88 

 
86 Here a brief foray into McWhinnie’s controversial use of human actors for the animal sounds is of 

interest. He provides an in-depth explanation of his thinking behind it in his book The Art of Radio 

(1959, 133-150). His dismissal of both ‘[s]trict realism’ and ‘complete stylization’ led him to seek a 

balanced ‘blend of realism and poetic vision’ befitting Beckett’s text (85), and his goal throughout 

was ‘to translate realistic sound into symbolic sound’ (1959, 148). Beckett ‘was unhappy with the 

idea from the start’ and ‘remained unpersuaded’ (Laws 2017, 111, 112), but here we can see how 

Crook is right to underscore the importance of sound design in radio, which ‘has been remarkably 

underestimated’ (1999, 74). Whatever one’s opinion of McWhinnie’s choice might be, it is safe to 

say that it adds considerable humour and even an extra layer of meaning and ontological confusion 

to at least the following moment: ‘[Silence. A donkey brays. Silence.] That was a true donkey’ (CDW, 

190). 
87 The 1957 production further emphasises this in moments such as when Jerry’s steps as he runs 

away make no sound, contrary to the textual directions (CDW, 199). This might even suggest a 

reading of Jerry, the guiding boy whose missive represents the climax of the radio piece, as an avatar 

of the messenger archangel Gabriel, one that would be analogous to common interpretations of 

Molloy’s Gaber or of the message-delivering boy in Beckett’s Waiting for Godot. 
88 Esslin actually establishes a link between the failure of language and the passing of time, which 

‘drains language of meaning’, and proffers as examples the aged protagonists of All That Fall and 

Krapp’s Last Tape (2014, 62). The merit of this view is that it accords the theme of old age its due 

importance in the quest for intersubjective meaning; the problem with it is that it does so in a way 

that is somewhat in thrall to the dreary narrative of decline. For example, he writes that, in the latter 

work, ‘the well-turned idealistic professions of faith Krapp made in his best years have become empty 

sounds to Krapp grown old’ (TOTA, 62) – the assumption, not a small one, being that such 

‘professions of faith’ were not ‘empty sounds’ in the first place. 
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But the ‘failure of language’ is actually better thought of as a symptom of an even 

more distressing problem than whether one’s questions will or can be adequately answered: 

the fact that ‘[t]here is no one to ask’ any question at all. As we have just seen in the 

discussion of that soliloquy, metonymic relations as a whole show signs of simply breaking 

down – Maddy, as is often the case, expresses it best: ‘Your bell is one thing, Mr Tyler, and 

you are another’ (CDW, 174) – and with them the very notion of an outside world. This lies 

at the root of Maddy’s nagging feeling of loneliness and social disconnection. Loneliness, in 

Linda Wood’s definition, amounts to ‘the individual experience of failed intersubjectivity’, 

or ‘a lack of sense that there is someone else who shares one’s experience’ (quoted in 

Hepworth 2000, 65, original emphasis), and thus need not necessarily be wrought by physical 

isolation from other people – if anything, failed social interactions can exacerbate it, as in 

Maddy’s case.89 

 And behind every instance of failed intersubjectivity lurks solipsism: ‘Since meaning 

is in the mind of the beholder, the labyrinth of solipsism always looms’ (Peters 1999, 13). 

This disturbing possibility is intermingled with Beckett’s dalliance with dualism, which in 

All That Fall features less prominently than in Embers or in other works that will be explored 

in this chapter but is nevertheless of great importance to a couple of key moments, namely 

the prelude and coda of the radio piece. They have a common theme: as Maddy drags her 

feet to and from the station, the listener hears Franz Schubert’s ‘Death and the Maiden’ being 

played from a house that the protagonist passes by. Maddy comments on it both times: ‘Poor 

woman. All alone in that ruinous old house’; ‘All day the same old record. All alone in that 

 
89 This corroborates Charles Hampton’s interpretation of All That Fall in terms of ‘character 

isolation’, which so ‘impressed’ the author (Beckett’s word) that in 1967 he exceptionally granted 

Hampton permission to stage All That Fall in Calgary (Letters IV, 74). 
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great empty house. She must be a very old woman now’ (CDW, 172, 197). The woman 

herself is never heard, only the music. 

Critically, Maddy’s compassion seems to be elicited by self-identification. Not just 

because the woman, like Maddy, is ‘all alone’: after all, as has already been briefly 

mentioned, the subject matter of the record the old woman incessantly listens to bears more 

than a passing resemblance to Maddy’s own recurring reminiscence: the death and the 

maiden, viz. her ‘little Minnie’. Here we catch a glimpse of Beckett toying with dualistic 

tropes: the ‘ruinous old house’ could easily be read as Maddy’s sizable but crumbling body, 

the ‘very old woman’ being the mind inside it, that is to say, Maddy herself, or her self-

perception.90 

Interestingly, and paradoxically, here Beckett manages to reconcile this exploration 

of mind/body dualism with an embodiment of sorts, for all its precariousness. This might be 

why the proponents of readings of Beckett from a Cartesian perspective can be seen 

stumbling upon concepts that actually belong to the theoretical framework of embodiment. 

For example, White considers that in Waiting for Godot ‘the Cartesian dualism is 

highlighted, as the body is in fact a degenerating vehicle that houses the, all too often, 

imperfect mind’ (2009, 9). However, there is nothing dualist about that; if anything, body 

and mind seem to be in perfect harmony. White then claims that ‘as we progress further into 

Beckett’s work, it becomes evident that the mind itself cannot escape the process of 

 
90 In 1956 Beckett asked McWhinnie to make an ‘absurdly slight change’ to the script for the 

broadcast: ‘Instead of “all alone in that old crazy house” read “all alone in that ruinous old house” 

(Beckett 2011, 677 – hereafter Letters II). The much more psychologically-charged attribute ‘crazy’, 

which would make for an even more seamless characterisation of the embodied mind (that is, of the 

woman/mind and of the house/body as one), is replaced with ‘ruinous’, which more explicitly allots 

corporeality to the house. 
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degeneration, and similar to the body, it too becomes afflicted, as the advance of decay takes 

precedence over the possibility of remaining mentally articulate’ (2009, 21). Far from 

evincing a Cartesian split, such a reading, which is accurate enough, shows instead a strong 

link between body and mind: the decay is very much one of the ‘lived body’. That is the 

same bond we find between the ‘ruinous old house’ and the woman inside, who does nothing 

more than listen to the same record over and over again, as well as between Maddy’s long-

suffering body and tormented mind. Revealingly, when she self-pityingly lambasts herself 

for being ‘just a hysterical old hag […], destroyed with sorrow and pining and gentility and 

church-going and fat and rheumatism and childlessness’ (CDW, 174), her multifarious 

complaints, which effortlessly mingle physiological with psychological troubles, are strongly 

suggestive of an embodied mind. 

Neither are all intimations of a mind/body split in this radio piece perfectly explicable 

through dualist readings due to their specific character, since they usually take the supremacy 

of the mind for granted. An interesting case in point is when Dan, who asks Maddy what he 

was saying before he was interrupted, is bemused at the idea that he was talking about his 

own mind: ‘MR ROONEY: [Startled.] My mind? Are you sure? [Pause. Incredulous.] My 

mind?... [Pause.] Ah yes’ (CDW, 192-193). His comical astonishment at the notion that the 

contents of his mind are worth discussing can certainly be read as revealing of a schism, 

however fleeting, between himself and his mind – little wonder, then, that Dan has been read 

as a dualist (Branigan 2008, 147). Such an instance of schizoid dissociation only seems to 

further weaken a conventional dualist hypothesis, however, because its proponents tend to 

assume that the ‘othered’ component is the body, not the mind. 
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To sum up, embodiment in All That Fall, like more or less everything else in Beckett, 

is clearly not a straightforward affair. It is exceedingly difficult for the listener to settle for 

any one interpretation – embodied or disembodied, interior or material – because the radio 

piece repeatedly proves itself to be as amenable to both as it is resolutely opposed to a total 

identification with either. Despite the strong arguments that can be made for the facticity of 

the radio body (see subchapter 3.2.1), we have seen that in All That Fall Beckett revels at 

repeatedly demonstrating how rickety it can be – somewhat paradoxically, given the 

enhanced concreteness he simultaneously affords it. In the two previous paragraphs, we have 

seen how dualistic interpretations are insufficient by themselves, if not deficient in 

themselves. But neither can an approach informed by the ‘somatic turn’ dissolve all of the 

radio work’s hermeneutical challenges with a wave of its wand of embodiment. The 

precariousness of the radio bodies of All That Fall, allied to the unsettling permeability 

between the internal and the external that defines this radio piece (McMullan, 2010, 74), 

restricts the applicability of embodied readings; Maddy and Dan may be said to possess an 

embodied mind perhaps only in the rather peculiar sense that their bodies and minds are 

similarly infirm. 

What is considerably less fraught with doubt and controversy, and just as interesting 

and relevant for the purposes of this dissertation, is the fact that their state of infirmity is 

presented to the listeners as a natural one – that is, it is the norm. This is suggested, for 

example, by the crumbling environment in which Maddy and Dan operate – and which in a 

vital way complements them. Decay prevails, and the agedness of the protagonists is 

habitually interpreted as merely one of its many markers, but that is a disservice to its 

complexity and importance, as it should by all rights be considered a key thematic nub of All 
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That Fall. These insights will underpin the last subchapter on All That Fall, which will be 

dedicated to the thematisation of old age in this radio piece and the different angles from 

which it can be approached and, concurrently, to other, broader themes of the radio work, 

namely concerning the nature of reality in general and the human condition within it in 

particular. 

 

4.2.3. Beyond mortality and sterility: old age and its different guises 

It is meaningful and fitting that a duplicate image of a forlorn old woman listening to 

Schubert’s dirge bookends All That Fall. In its themes and general tone, the radio piece is as 

bleak as it is complex. It is hard to agree with Esslin’s assessment of the ‘lightness’ with 

which its themes are allegedly handled (2014, 53), or with Porter’s upbeat reading of 

Beckett’s radio piece as ‘a kind of tragic-comic affirmation of life’ that runs ‘against the 

grain of his characteristic approach to representing the catastrophe of existence’ and thus in 

effect dampens Beckett’s ‘usual pessimism’ (2010, 439, 443). In fact, as Zilliacus writes, All 

That Fall ‘is known as a play which relentlessly muses upon barrenness, decay, decline and 

death’ (1999, 295), and it was actually ‘gradually enriched and enlivened’ (1976, 31) as 

Beckett rendered more palatable the unalloyed gloom of earlier manuscripts (1999, 296). 

Still, it remains a work teeming with ‘untimely deaths’, ‘constant pain’, ‘sterility’, and even 

‘damnation’ (Zilliacus 1976, 38, 40, 46).91 

 
91 The textual evidence itself ought to make the work impervious to sanguine accounts. Early on, the 

listener is treated to Maddy’s sombre ruminations: ‘What are we standing here for? This dust will not 

settle in our time. And when it does some great roaring machine will come and whirl it all skyhigh 

again’ (CDW, 176). Later, when she exclaims that ‘There is nothing to be done for those people!’, 

Dan’s rhetorical question – ‘For which is there?’ – leaves no doubt as to his own Weltanschauung 

(CDW, 196). Finally, how to interpret their ‘wild laughter’ at the idea that ‘The Lord upholdeth all 

that fall and raiseth up all those that be bowed down’ (CDW, 198) other than as a spontaneous 
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Understandably, Beckett commentators have always deemed death a pivotal subject 

of this radio piece, and to illustrate this I will list some of its more obscure and less cited 

iterations, as the more obvious and significant ones have been extensively quoted in Beckett 

criticism – notably the story of the dying girl that ‘had never really been born’ (CDW, 196) 

– and even throughout this chapter, when attempting to illustrate other points. When Mr 

Slocum asks Maddy if she is going in his direction, for instance, she replies with an accurate 

observation that doubles as a fairly commonplace memento mori, and, as she asks an 

apparently unrelated query after a pause, it does not take a particularly astute listener to 

reconstruct her train of thought in real time: ‘I am, Mr Slocum, we all are. [Pause.] How is 

your poor mother?’ (CDW, 177). Death is virtually omnipresent, so much so that sometimes 

two distinct connotations or symbols of organic demise are superimposed, as when Maddy 

waits for the ‘vile dust’ to ‘fall back upon the viler worms’, the combination of the two 

through the recurrent falling motif being a bonus (CDW, 175); or muddled, as when 

unseasonable signs of decay (‘rotting leaves in June’) are mistaken for ‘a dead dog’ (CDW, 

196). Even the textual directions themselves show Beckett’s adamant commitment to that 

grim theme: murmurs, music, and steps are all supposed to ‘die’ (CDW, 172, 197, 199). 

Often, the thematisation of finitude or ephemerality is shown to work on different, 

figurative levels as well as the quite glaring literal one. In her intriguing interpretation of All 

That Fall and Krapp’s Last Tape in the light of the evanescence of sound, Bloom argues that 

‘[s]onic obsolescence is a central theme’ and ‘a fundamental aspect of [Beckett’s] radiogenic 

aesthetics’: in All That Fall, Beckett ‘portrays an entire world in the process of disappearing’, 

 
expression of sheer contempt for such naivety? These three random examples are well representative 

the dominant tone of the radio work. 
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and this is symbolised not only by the motif of childlessness but also by the depiction of 

‘members of the vanishing Protestant community within the Irish Free State’ and the 

dwindling fortunes of the ‘Irish Gaelic’, ‘the exhausted tongue of the Protestant Irish’ (2016, 

128, 133, 142, 132, 146). 

And yet, as Zilliacus’s dismal list makes clear, this radio work is as much about 

mortality and finitude as it is about infertility, sterility, and the impossibility of creation (Gray 

1981, 69; McMullan, 2010, 71).92 Here I should make reference to Paul Stewart’s excellent 

take on All That Fall, according to which the reluctantly alive want to fall, but are forced to 

pant on: ‘That dying and concomitant suffering permeate All That Fall is beyond all doubt’, 

but ‘rather than decay leading to death, we are presented with the annoyingly stubborn 

survival of life’ (2009, 169, 170). He goes on to argue that ‘there is undeniably death. But 

critically the three fully certified deaths of the play – of Minnie, of a hen, and of the child on 

the train – are closely allied not just to the death of individuals, but to the death of procreative 

possibilities and, hence, to the potential death of the species’ (2009, 172). Stewart 

convincingly argues that the anti-natalism of the ‘Schopenhauerian, Manichean, and Early 

Christian views with which Beckett was familiar’ (2009, 177) should inform our 

understanding of this work, as well as of Krapp’s Last Tape (2009, 175-176) and, even more 

 
92 The presence of rain, the prototypical symbol of fertility and regeneration, towards the end might 

appear to strike a hopeful note and signal a coming change for the better. But any agriculturist worth 

their salt will know that too much of it has the opposite effect, and indeed the intense precipitation 

that closes the radio piece – ‘a veritable Flood, a “deluge of rain”, as a manuscript note proposed’ 

(Zilliacus 1999, 308), that is indicated in the final text as a tempest of wind and rain (CDW, 199) and 

incomprehensibly absent from the 1957 broadcast (which features only 20 seconds of wind) but 

appropriately given a full minute in the 2006 version – is too destructive to allow for such optimistic 

readings. The idea of impending doom is exquisitely insinuated in Pinget’s fascinating choice to 

translate an otherwise innocuous textual direction that occurs just before the end as ‘Jerry se sauve’ 

– literally, ‘Jerry saves himself’ (TCQT, 77). 
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obviously, Endgame (2009, 178-179).93 Thus, the life-affirming note that Porter senses in All 

That Fall (2010, 439) may be nothing less than the characters’ ‘expressions of hope that such 

[their] suffering can end by not renewing the species’, which are in tune with ‘Beckett’s 

wider view on the undesirability of the continuation of suffering through the continuation of 

human life’, as is evinced by the ‘form of sterile, fictional generation’ with which Beckett 

populates his later works (Stewart 2009, 172, 182, 183). 

 And what better way is there to call to mind received notions of both finitude and 

barrenness than through the thematisation of old age? That is precisely what Beckett does in 

this radio piece and elsewhere – examples of this are too numerous to list here; some of them 

have already been mentioned in this chapter, and some more will be examined in the coming 

paragraphs – but critics seem to have been loath to consider that connection. In their studies 

on All That Fall, Guralnick (1996, 89), Van Laan (1985, 39), and Bloom (2016, 132) – to list 

only a few examples – parenthetically allude to the presence of the topos of old age, only to 

move on and not discuss the symbolic use of that trope again, or the meticulous way in which 

it is woven into the fabric of the radio work. This is a pity, because the myriad references to 

and depictions of oldness, agedness, and ageing in All That Fall are so ubiquitous and 

complement the general themes of mortality, sterility, and decay so well that a reading of the 

work cannot be truly complete without taking them into consideration. 

Whenever old age is indeed taken into account in any detail, however, it is usually 

imbued with outright catastrophic overtones, as when Esslin muses on the possibility of the 

child having been killed as a form of divine providence, having been ‘saved the troubles of 

 
93 That anti-natalist streak is at its most conspicuous in Dan’s infanticidal leanings. A similar anti-

generative bias can also be discerned when Maddy turns down Christy’s dung, a natural fertiliser: 

‘Dung? What would we want with dung, at our time of life?’ (CDW, 173). 



 

166 

 

life and old age and thus upheld by the Lord’ (2014, 53). This view is shared by White, who 

writes that the listener’s ‘initial shock is alleviated perhaps by the “comforting” knowledge 

that this child has escaped a life of misery and the horrors of ageing’ (2009, 29). According 

to these readings, the whole point of depicting old age is to make the imminent prospect of 

death more agreeable. This is far too reductive a view of such a complex topic. 

Reductive does not necessarily mean wrong; beyond the not insignificant merit of 

simply acknowledging the thematic importance of old age in Beckett, there is something to 

be said about these hypotheses, regardless of their shortcomings. For White, in Beckett’s 

account of the human condition ‘the futility of existence’ is best illustrated by ‘the 

degradation of old age’: Dan and Maddy ‘represent together the ravages of the advancing 

years’ and more broadly the fallibility of the body, which ‘is essentially programmed to 

decay and there is no escaping this reality’ (2009, 27, 29, 21). This is not the whole story, 

but it seems evident that Beckett, even if he did not actually think in that way (and the 

evidence seems to show he did not94), set out to use such received associations towards his 

own ends. 

An example of this can be found in a literary quotation pertaining to old age – 

tellingly, the only more or less explicit, if slightly disguised by imperfect recall, quotation to 

figure in All That Fall (besides the biblical passage that gives the work its title, naturally): 

 
94 According to Gilleard, ‘Beckett had positive expectations of his own aging’, and indeed ‘[t]he way 

he lived his later life certainly seems a personal and social contrast to the old age imaginaries that 

appear in his works’ (2016). As Beckett’s biographer James Knowlson relates, he may have been 

known to sometimes chafe at the deleterious consequences of old age on his body and mind (1996, 

627), but he also ‘had always believed that, in old age, things would be simplified and one would be 

free to concentrate on essentials, associating old age in his mind with the idea of light, of illumination. 

And he often spoke of how writers like Goethe or W. B. Yeats had produced their best work when 

they were old men’ (1996, 643). This belief would stay with him even when, aged seventy-seven, he 

felt that his inspiration was deserting him forever (Knowlson 1996, 684). For more on Beckett’s 

constructive if not actually positive attitudes towards old age, see also Barry 2016, 206. 
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“Sigh out a something something tale of things, Done long ago and ill done” (CDW, 174). 

Its source is John Ford’s The Lover's Melancholy, and it is originally uttered by Meleander, 

described in the dramatis personae as ‘an old, former statesman’ and self-styled as ‘a weak 

old man’ (Ford 1995, 6, 35). The speech misquoted by Maddy is part of a meditation on 

being old directed at Corax, a court physician: 

 

If thou canst wake with me, forget to eat, 

Renounce the thought of greatness, tread on fate, 

Sigh out a lamentable tale of things 

Done long ago, and ill done; and, when sighs 

Are wearied, piece up what remains behind 

With weeping eyes, and hearts that bleed to death, 

Thou shalt be a companion fit for me, 

And we will sit together like true friends 

And never be divided. (Ford 1995, 59)95 

 

It is worth quoting this passage at length because it beautifully gives expression to some of 

the underlying, age-old associations with old age, for example the wish to renounce worldly 

pursuits (ambition) and even basic earthly pleasures and necessities (eating) as a result of 

 
95 The choice for the French translation is also interesting: ‘Puis que la Mort qui nos enterre / Jeunes 

nous tue, et nous conduit / Avant le temps au lac qui erre / Par le royaume de la Nuict’ (Ronsard 

1857, 401). These lines, penned by Pierre de Ronsard and chosen by Beckett himself (Letters III, 18) 

to be half-remembered by Maddy in the French translation (TCQT, 12), strongly evoke the idea of 

life being cut short, but the crucial intertwining of loss with old age that is achieved in Ford’s 

quotation is lost. 
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growing old, which chimes with the idea of retreating from society, thus anticipating what is 

called disengagement theory (see subchapter 2.3.1).96 Those normative associations of old 

age with regret and linear (and detrimental) progression are part and parcel of a chronometric 

view of ageing, which represents a very valid way of reading the thematisation of old age in 

All That Fall. The chronometric paradigm makes itself felt even in such trivial details as 

Maddy’s scrupulous timekeeping (which, incidentally, is regulated by the radio news: CDW, 

181) – a nonnegligible subtlety, since timekeeping in general is largely absent from Beckett’s 

later, ever less earthbound radio work. 

 More significantly, if sometimes rather indirectly, the chronometric perspective can 

be said to be an integral part of Dan’s worldview. It is manifest in his repeated wish to know 

exactly how old he is, for example (CDW, 188, 192). Also, it finds expression in Dan’s love 

for conventional narratives, noticeable in the relish with which he imparts his ‘relation’ 

(CDW, 192-195) – which, interestingly, he begins by vouching that the train left its station 

‘on the tick of time’, an assurance that puzzles Maddy, given his blindness (CDW, 192). Even 

his unmistakable enthusiasm for etymology97 is in itself evidence of his belief in the useful 

 
96 Another cultural reference, albeit a very indirect one, worth highlighting in this context is again 

related to Schubert. Branigan writes that in the last song of Winterreise, a cycle of poems by Wilhelm 

Müller that was set to music by Schubert, ‘there lies a key to the musicality of Beckett’s subsequent 

radio plays’: ‘While both Winterreise and All That Fall feature great contrasts of dynamic and tone, 

Der Leiermann, the strange song of the hurdy-gurdy man who Muller’s wanderer sees playing on the 

snow, rarely rises above pianissimo’ (2008, 84, 106). This bears mentioning at this specific juncture 

of the text because such affinity seems to be not only aesthetic but thematic as well, since ‘[t]he 

speaker identifies with this strange old man who is ignored by society’ (Branigan 2008, 106). 
97 Akin to Beckett’s own, if the contents of his personal library are anything to go by (Van Hulle and 

Nixon 2013, 195). When Dan says he is wet ‘to the buff’, he volunteers, unbidden, its (accurate) 

etymology: ‘The buff. From buffalo’ (CDW, 197). Moreover, when he chronicles his progress, he 

mentions going ‘to the men’s, or Fir as they call it now’, and goes off on a tangent about Grimm’s 

Law (CDW, 195; he claims Gaelic fir comes from the Latin vir, but the two words are actually 

cognate). On a related note, it is justifiable and indeed sensible to comb through Beckett’s word 

choices, as I do in previous and later footnotes, in the light of the polysemy and etymological richness 

of certain terms he employs, and considering that ‘Beckett surprisingly often turned to dictionaries 



 

169 

 

or at least edifying nature of historical facts and knowledge – and history is the paradigm of 

chronometric thinking put into practice.98 

In addition, Maddy’s uncharacteristically detailed life story, anchored as it is in 

sorrowful past events, and Dan’s penchant for narratives, history, and counting – ‘Not count! 

One of the few satisfactions in life!’ (CDW, 190; see also 188, 189, 193) – synergise well 

with the linear progression of All That Fall. Maddy’s itinerary (A–B–A) and the incidents 

that function as bookends, such as Schubert’s music and the sighting of the laburnum, might 

give an illusion of circularity, but the steady deterioration of the weather gives the lie to that 

interpretation. ‘Time in All That Fall’, as Zilliacus points out, ‘is an unbroken continuum: 

the author exploits none of radio’s talents for moving about at will in time’, and this ‘unified 

viewpoint underlines the coherence and linear progress of the play’ (1976, 58). This too 

empowers the idea of chronological time, to the extent that Lionel Abel can consider it the 

main enemy of the couple (quoted in Zilliacus 1976, 54) – such a typical view of ‘Time […] 

as the ultimate malformant’, which permeates Beckett’s monograph on Proust (Zilliacus 

 
for their “authority”, and that of his literary precursors, to legitimize the use of particular words and 

expressions’ (Van Hulle and Nixon 2013, 194). 
98 His cupidity too, often legitimately interpreted as a play on a widespread stereotype of old men, 

testifies to his attachment to comforting fictions of stability – which, incidentally, are derided by 

Henry in Embers (CDW, 256). His zealous calculations of lost and saved pence (CDW, 188, 189) are 

reminiscent of Victorian novels for good reason: according to the French economist Thomas Piketty, 

they belong to another era, before ‘the shocks of the period 1914-1945’ which ‘disrupted the monetary 

certitudes of the prewar world, not least because the inflationary process unleashed by war has never 

really ended’: ‘the loss of stable monetary reference points’ means that the ‘[s]pecific references to 

wealth and income […] omnipresent in the literature of all countries before 1914 […] gradually 

dropped out of sight between 1914 and 1945 and never truly reemerged’ (2014, 107, 108, 109). 

Crucially for the point I wish to make, then, Dan holds on a system whose adequacy as a frame of 

reference is rapidly fading: the specificity of his references to contemporary currency, abstruse as it 

is to twenty-first-century listeners and readers, was already becoming something of a literary relic by 

the time All That Fall was written and broadcast. 
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1976, 54), is more pertinent for an analysis of All That Fall than for that of later works, as 

we shall see later on. 

 It comes as no surprise, then, that this radio work should lend itself to interpretations 

rooted in ageing theories based on chronometric time such as disengagement theory. We see 

it even in the overarching structure. The play is neatly divided into two parts by the train, 

whose passing is presented ‘as an ear-splitting event. What precedes it is a canvas of scenes 

from semi-rural life, vivid and many-voiced; what follows it is a duologue in intense close-

up’ (Zilliacus 1976, 39). This applies to the very weather: ‘The day is described as nice, 

divine, but shortly after the Rooneys have taken leave of Jerry it is “shrouding, the best of it 

is past”’ (Zilliacus 1976, 39). Past a certain threshold, then, everything seems to go downhill, 

and the characters themselves, of course, are no exception – they even descend the steps 

(CDW, 190). But the precise location of the threshold itself may be difficult to pinpoint: it 

might not be wise to equate it with the ‘ear-splitting event’ on account of Maddy’s earlier 

verdict: ‘The best of the day is over’ (CDW, 181). At any rate, she goes on to say, ‘dreamily’, 

the following: ‘Soon the rain will begin to fall and go on falling, all afternoon. [MR 

BARRELL goes.] Then at evening the clouds will part, the setting sun will shine an instant, 

then sink, behind the hills’ (CDW, 181-182). Clearly, the idea of a threshold beyond which 

lies only decline remains crucial, and in this context disengagement theory can have its value 

as a hermeneutical tool. 

 Dan, in particular, is a paradigm of disengagement, being an aged individual who 

realises that it is time to cut the tether that, however loosely, has been tying him to society. 

The first sign of this comes when Dan announces that he wants to retire (CDW, 190). 

Crucially, however, disengagement is often a mutual process (Fry 2009, 512; Moody 2006, 
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8), even if more often than not it is initiated by society, as is the case with Dan: ‘Business, 

old man, I said, retire from business, it has retired from you’ (CDW, 193). Yet he certainly 

looks forward to it: ‘Trudge this hellish road for the last time. Sit at home on the remnants of 

my bottom counting the hours – till the next meal. [Pause.] The very thought puts life in me! 

Forward, before it dies!’ (CDW, 190). A more sceptical listener might think Dan has been 

compelled to retire by a business that ‘has retired from him’ and now merely rationalises it, 

but in his case the wish appears to be genuine: all he wants is to ‘hasten home and sit before 

the fire. We shall draw the blinds’ (CDW, 189). Everything about Dan – his avarice, his plans 

to retire, his longing for the cosy comfort of home and the blocking out of the outside world 

– bespeaks self-containment and self-contentment; society no longer has a meaningful role 

to play in his life, intersubjectivity is not deemed worth all the trouble it brings about, and 

his ageist, potentially murderous contempt for children is the culmination of that anti-social 

mindset. Ultimately, Dan epitomises the sway that chronometric narratives of decline, and 

the disengagement hypothesis in particular, hold in modern Western societies. 

 Given Beckett’s preoccupation with corporeality in All That Fall, it is understandable 

that chronometric theories are so readily applicable to it: in corporeal terms, after all, the 

body is a ‘social actant’, an object jostled by all manner of agents and forces, chief among 

them Time, that bugbear of furrow-browed existentialists and anti-ageism crusaders alike. 

But just as in All That Fall a focus on the frailty of corporeality ought to be counterpoised by 

interpretations more apt to shed some light on its inklings of embodiment, the chronometric 

perspective is not the only one that yields productive readings. The Ford quotation mentioned 

in this subchapter, for instance, can gainfully be read in view of the ‘lived time’ notion that 

old age is a time of reflection on past errors – or, more forcefully put, that ‘irremediable 
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regret’, more than any arbitrary line in the sands of time, can be said to herald the onset of 

old age (Cowley 2017, 192). Maddy’s backstory (a ponderous Protestant Irish woman in her 

seventies who lost her little girl Minnie forty or fifty years ago and was recently bed-ridden 

due to ill-health) is more fleshed out than readers and listeners of Beckett are used to, and 

this vivid insight into her past, along with her decision to quote Meleander’s melancholy 

lines, further reinforces the idea that Maddy is laden with and even as a character partly 

defined by regret. 

The réveil mortel represents another intriguing pathway towards an understanding of 

old age in terms of lived time in All That Fall. The réveil mortel, the reader will recall (see 

subchapter 2.3.2), is, according to Du Bos, the moment in which one’s finitude truly sinks in 

(1946, 173), and Cowley considers this life-changing realisation to be another possible non-

chronometric way of defining old age (2017, 191). An event that appears to be a perfect 

candidate for the status of réveil mortel is the death of Minnie, but its true transformative 

power, while sometimes alluded to, is strictly speaking unknown and unknowable to the 

reader, because it happens much before the action that actually unfolds in the radio work. 

Yet two such epiphanies do occur, and in quick succession. The first, more prosaic 

one hits Mr Slocum, who seems to take his failure to start the engine of his car a bit too much 

to heart. Upon being asked what he is doing, he languidly replies: ‘Gazing straight before 

me, Mrs Rooney, through the windscreen, into the void’ (CDW, 178). Maddy begs him to 

drive off, but he demurs, having been rather surprisingly called upon by the spectre of the 

réveil mortel: ‘[Dreamily.] All morning she went like a dream and now she is dead’ (CDW, 

178). The gloom is quickly lifted, as he manages to start the car – ironically, thanks to his 
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decision to ‘choke her’ (CDW, 178). During the ride, they run over a hen. Maddy is 

distraught: 

 

What a death! One minute picking happy at the dung, on the road, in the sun, with 

now and then a dust bath, and then – bang! – all her troubles over. [Pause.] All the 

laying and the hatching. [Pause.] Just one great squawk and then … peace. [Pause.] 

They would have slit her weasand in any case. (CDW, 179) 

 

Here again the ponderousness of the insight is immediately undercut by a morbidly flippant 

remark. Beckett, as was his wont, gives his characters just enough self-awareness to allow 

his readers and listeners to divine the presence of the grim motif of finitude, but no more than 

that, lest his aged puppets foolishly aspire to the status of tragic heroes. 

Ultimately, what we see here is a partial disavowal of the fantasies of non-

embodiment so intimately linked to ageing and so amenable to be expressed, with something 

of an ironic twist, through an aural medium like radio. It is as though only the réveil mortel, 

as an insight attained by a vicarious awareness of finitude (through the failing engine and the 

dead hen), reveals the logical conclusion of such fantasies – the actual cessation of being, as 

opposed to some form of blissfully non-material subexistence. Given a choice between a 

hopeful flight of fancy and the sober awareness of its fancifulness, Maddy supresses the latter 

and holds on to the former. Indeed, as a rule, any given person, young or old, will disregard 

that bleak insight. But disregarding something does not make it go away; the knowledge is 

there, twinkling from a dark recess of the mind of anyone who spares as much as a thought 
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to the omnipresence of death and its implications for the self; in that vital, lived-time sense, 

any such person can be said to be old. 

It must be said, however, that the thematic weight of such episodes, though definitely 

not negligible, can be overstated. Here – in contrast to its use in A Slight Ache, for example 

(Querido 2018, 68, 75-76) – the réveil mortel has little bearing on old age per se, driving 

home instead, true to Du Bos’s original formulation, the idea that finitude is ineluctable. In 

the end, All That Fall is still very much a work that wears corporeality on its sleeve, and 

therefore lends itself to readings of a thematisation of old age within the familiar mould of 

linear progression, teleological narrative, and general chronometric perceptions of ageing as 

a process of wear and tear, of physically, psychologically, and socially whittling down with 

the passage of time. In his future attempts to write (or, perhaps better said, compose) 

radiogenic art, Beckett would make fuller use of the unique possibilities of the medium; this, 

as we have seen, involves exploiting the elusive nature of sound and sensorial perception in 

general and its corollary implications for epistemological certainty, somatic actuality, and 

understanding of self. Beckett’s grappling with the enigma of embodiment (in conjunction 

with its phantasmagorical Doppelgänger, disembodiment, and its abstraction ad nihilum, 

non-embodiment) caused his thematisation of old age to take on new hues – and a heightened 

significance. 

 

4.3. In-between realities: Embers and disembodiment 
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4.3.1. Radiogeneity and the polysemy of ‘medium’ 

Shortly after completing All That Fall, Beckett embarked on a new radiophonic adventure. 

Written in 1957 and first produced in 1959, Embers was something of a bittersweet 

achievement. Considering the seven-year rigmarole that was the adaptation of Waiting for 

Godot to the British airwaves (Van Hulle 2017, 47-48), the production of All That Fall was 

relatively smooth. Despite the success of Beckett’s first radio-specific work, however, 

director McWhinnie and producer Michael Bakewell ‘had great difficulty in persuading [Val] 

Gielgud and Third Programme planners to accept Embers’ (Whitehead 1989, 140). Also – 

and similarly to his previous effort, which ‘was praised from the beginning by critics’ 

(Tonning 2017, 67) and remains ‘the most popular of Beckett’s radio plays’ (Worth 1981, 

202) – Embers was met with critical acclaim, receiving a prestigious award that had eluded 

All That Fall two years prior: the RAI prize, in the 1959 Prix Italia contest (Ackerley and 

Gontarski 2004, 169). Yet Beckett did not seem to think very highly of Embers, having 

considered an early version of it ‘rather ragged’ (Knowlson 1996, 446) and ‘a very aborted 

and unsatisfactory text’ (Letters III, 184). Neither was he too fond of the BBC production 

(Knowlson 1996, 470), although he humbly found himself to blame for that, deeming the text 

‘too difficult’ (quoted in Verhulst 2017b, 85). 

 Regardless of its turbulent production history and perceived faults, Embers is 

noteworthy because of its radiogenic character. Having objected to a planned staged reading 

of All That Fall on the grounds of it being ‘a specifically radio play, or rather radio text, for 

voices, not bodies’ (Letters III, 63), a couple of years later Beckett would make it clear that 

he believed his second radio work to be even more radiogenic: ‘I think Embers is a more 

specifically radio play than All That Fall. At least I tried to make it so’ (Letters III, 281). In 



 

176 

 

another letter, he described an earlier version (‘unbroadcastable as it stands’) of the radio 

script that would become Embers as ‘a kind of attempt to write for radio and not merely 

exploit its technical possibilities’ (Letters III, 181, original emphasis): ‘As he told Barbara 

Bray, despite whatever popular success it might have had, he wasn’t satisfied that his first 

play for a medium unfamiliar to him had been sufficiently radiophonic, and he wanted to 

make the sequel more so’ (Frost 2014, 256). From Embers onwards, then, Beckett’s radio art 

was to become ‘more abstract and mediumistic’ (Perloff 2004, 104). 

 An adequate summary of Embers is even easier to draw up than of All That Fall, 

requiring little more than a few sentences. Henry, the aged protagonist, mostly sits by the 

seashore. Being both drawn to the sea and tormented by its relentless sound, which is heard 

throughout the radio work, he attempts to drown it by talking. He begins by addressing his 

father, who is supposed to have drowned long ago, and later converses with his wife Ada, 

who may very well not be there, or alive, at all. Facing the very sea that likely took his father’s 

life, Henry variously evokes the past (through flashbacks, long ruminations, and possibly 

through a convoluted, unfinished story about an old man in some sort of distress, Bolton, 

who summons his friend and physician, Holloway, to help him) in an attempt to come to 

terms with it. But while he hesitates to follow in the footsteps of his father, he also hesitates 

to move on and leave the strand for good. So, he reminisces without drawing definitive 

conclusions, and tells stories without ending them; his mind must be in flux for his body to 

remain static. 

 Like all good radio art, both All That Fall and Embers manage to combine 

accessibility (in consideration of the listening comprehension challenges inherent in radio 

art) with complexity, which allows Beckett to remain true to his aesthetic and philosophical 
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principles. However, their radiogeneity is achieved differently. Embers is structurally simpler 

(notice its paucity of plot and voices, shorter length, and more liberal use of repetition), 

although thematically less so: the one unresolved enigma of All That Fall (did Dan play a 

role in the child’s death?) pales in comparison to the multiple open-ended questions that 

punctuate Embers from beginning to end (see subchapter 3.1.2), as well as the multiple gaps 

in key parts of the backstory, which consistently confound the listener and have baffled critics 

to this day.99 

  Perhaps the single most striking feature of Embers, and one whose radiogeneity 

attests to Beckett’s growing mastery of the medium, is his use of the sea as a character in its 

own right: because it can be heard in all pauses and silences, and since the radio text is 

suffused with them (over two hundred instances, according to Zilliacus), it ‘achieves the 

dignity of dramatis persona’ (Zilliacus 1976, 89). ‘Of all Beckett’s plays’, Zilliacus states, 

‘Embers is the most saturated with sound’ (1970, 221), and this is why, as Worth points out, 

‘[c]riticism of [Beckett’s] radio plays must pay attention to the impact on the listener of such 

aggressive sound effects’ as that of the sea, which ‘cannot properly be done unless we hear 

rather than read’ (1981, 204).100 

 
99 Those lacunae are sometimes given more concrete expression by being verbalised in the speech 

itself, as evidenced by the progressive foundering of syntax in the Bolton/Holloway story (e.g., CDW, 

263). In later radio works, most notably Cascando, they would be used more systematically, riddling 

the texture to such an extent that the listener’s ability to patchwork it into a coherent whole (especially 

in real time, that is, without the benefit of a written text or the reproduction of the broadcast at will) 

is severely hindered. Branigan discusses at some length what he considers (justifiably) to be Beckett’s 

growing unwillingness ‘to compromise or adapt to [a mass] listenership’, claiming that ‘Beckett’s 

radio works move from public function to private expression, from satisfying listeners’ needs for 

clarity in narrative and characterisation to frustrating these requirements’; ‘the general radio listener’s 

requirement to not have a prior knowledge of this author’s work’ is only fulfilled by All That Fall 

and Embers’, as Beckett’s ‘subsequent works place increased demands on the audience to complete 

his work’ (2008, 79, 56, 77-78). 
100 A stark reminder of how often an awareness of the peculiar nature of the medium of radio is sorely 

lacking can be found in the last word of the print edition of Cendres (the French version of Embers 
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No wonder, then, that, as Maude rightly claims, ‘Embers, more than Beckett’s other 

radio plays, thematises hearing’, particularly its ‘duplicitous nature’ (2009a, 57). The 

protagonist repeatedly directs his interlocutor’s (and the listener’s) attention to the sound of 

the sea; right at the beginning, for instance, Henry calls it ‘so strange, so unlike the sound of 

the sea, that if you didn’t see what it was you wouldn’t know what it was’ (CDW, 253).101 

Such references to sound and hearing abound, are explicit as opposed to being merely hinted 

at, and sometimes resonate particularly rich notes by dint of synaesthesia or superimposition: 

for example, at one point Henry urges his father to ‘[l]isten to the light’ (CDW, 253),102 and 

later frantically tries to drown the ‘sucking’ sound of the sea with louder noises of his own, 

by clashing stones together and clamouring for ‘thuds’ (CDW, 260-261). Critics have 

expanded this line of inquiry by hunting for meta-references to the aural nature of the work, 

frequently highlighting Henry’s habit of taking his gramophone with him wherever he goes 

(CDW, 261) and going as far as reading Henry ‘as controller of the radio medium’, ‘as a 

producer’ (Worth 1981, 203), or, perhaps more questionably, arguing that Embers parodies 

certain ‘features of radio discourse’ (Perloff 2004, 118). 

 
translated by Pinget and revised by Beckett), the stage direction ‘RIDEAU’, or ‘curtain’ (Beckett 

1959, 72 – hereafter Cendres), as well as in the ‘CURTAIN’ that is meant to somehow signal the end 

of both Cascando and Words and Music in Faber and Faber’s Complete Dramatic Works edition 

(CDW, 304, 294). Commenting on the latter instance of this clear ‘blunder’, Verhulst explains that 

the fault lies with the publishers: ‘All drafts of Words and Music have “END”, so it is a Faber 

alteration’ (Verhulst 2015, 66). 
101 Just as McWhinnie’s radio production of All That Fall gave new meanings to certain lines (see 

footnote 86), here Henry seems to be specifically describing the sea’s drone-like, highly stylised 

sound of the 1959 BBC production, an offspring of the fledging BBC’s Radiophonic Workshop – 

itself, as it turns out, a sound effect unit whose launch was inspired by the 1957 production of All 

That Fall (Addyman, Feldman, and Tonning 2017b, 4). As it happens, just as Beckett had taken issue 

with the animal impersonators, so did he ask Frost not to attempt to reproduce that ‘electronic drone’ 

in the American production (Frost 1991, 365), and indeed most other radio productions feature a 

much more realistic sea sound, including the BBC’s later version of Embers (1976). 
102 This famous instance of synaesthesia is complemented by another, more subtle one in Henry’s 

story: ‘not a sound, only the embers, sound of dying, dying glow’ (CDW, 255, emphasis added). 
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Indeed, a mystifying detail of Embers that does not seem to have ever been fully 

addressed might be partly explained by meta-reference. One of the first things that the listener 

learns is that the protagonist’s father – his would-be interlocutor, or perhaps better said 

would-be listener – is ‘blind’ (CDW, 253). However, the last time Henry ever saw (actually, 

notice the choice of verb, ‘heard’) his father, presumably just before the latter’s fatal outing, 

he was twice treated to a contemptuous ‘glare’ (CDW, 256). Whither his sight? Perhaps it is 

a metaphorical blindness, incurred as a result of having died and crossed the Lethe, Hades’s 

mythical river of forgetfulness that incidentally is mentioned very shortly afterwards (CDW, 

256). At any rate, it seems plausible to suggest, as Verhulst does, that, when Henry ‘addresses 

his blind and dead father’, his words are ‘equally intended for the “blind” listener’, ‘by 

extension’ (2017a, 6, 8). 

Be that as it may, it is clear that Embers, again like most high-quality artworks written 

specifically for radio, cannot be meaningfully analysed without taking its medium, and by 

extension the corollary element of performance, into consideration.103 Of equal importance, 

and for similar reasons, are the technical aspects that determined (that is, simultaneously 

occasioned and conditioned) the artistic possibilities themselves. As Morin observes, the 

unequivocal ‘affinities between Beckett’s writing practices and contemporaneous advances 

 
103 In this close reading, I have opted to primarily focus on the original BBC radio production (1959), 

directed by McWhinnie. Whatever misgivings Beckett may have had about it, and regardless of my 

personal reservations concerning Jack MacGowran’s performance, which I share with Kenner (1973, 

163) – in my case having to do, for example, with the deliberately grotesque delivery of some lines 

(‘What I am… now...’ and ‘Please!’) – it is a very accomplished production, especially as far as the 

sound design is concerned, which is much more accurate and effective than that of the original 

production of All That Fall or indeed the BBC’s 1976 version of Embers, whose ensemble is on the 

whole underwhelming – even Patrick Magee, who was pitch-perfect elsewhere, as in Words and 

Music (1962), Cascando (1964), and Rough for Radio II (1976) – and whose Ada, more grievously, 

is neither remote nor soft-spoken, but instead almost jovial. The latter issue is also found in RTÉ’s 

2006 broadcast of Embers, which features a rather youthful-sounding Henry and, what is worse, a sea 

whose sound is very faint, almost not heard at all, and is not always heard between pauses. 



 

180 

 

in musical composition’ gave rise to a symbiosis between technology and aesthetics, namely 

‘Beckett’s explorations of disembodiment’: according to Morin, the increasing ‘figurations 

and utilizations of recording, amplification, and sound transmission’ went hand in hand with 

Beckett’s explorations of ‘a dramatic form divested from corporeality’ (2014, 10, 16, 19). 

Zilliacus points to a perfect illustration of this in Embers: Ada’s exit towards the end 

‘could not have been made to carry any thematic significance before the coming of FM radio, 

where the absence of sound is accepted as intentional’ (1970, 220). Here the sea is again a 

vital touchstone: as Zilliacus notes, ‘the sound of the sea in Embers is not the conventional 

radio cliché’; it calls for ‘non-realistic sound’ (1970, 221). For this reason, it is useful to study 

the use of Schaeffer’s musique concrète – a technique that ‘involves manipulating original 

sounds to make new ones’ – in the original Third Programme broadcast, which had 

implications of great moment for the materialisation of Embers and its reception: ‘The 

rhythmic rise and fall of the sounds provides an uneasy, threatening rhythm track which 

insinuates itself into the fibre of the narrative’ (Hand and Traynor 2011, 53).104 Verhulst 

stresses the importance of the sound design of this radio production and its repercussions for 

the interpretation of Embers when he observes that the sound of the sea ‘has been distorted 

with a kind of echo-effect, as if to emphasize that we are not hearing it directly, but filtered 

through Henry’s perception’ (2017a, 6). 

 
104 For a more detailed exploration of Beckett’s and the BBC’s (specifically McWhinnie’s and 

Desmond Briscoe’s) indebtedness to Schaeffer’s innovations and other contemporaneous 

developments in the field of sound recording, see Morin 2014. One particularly interesting feature of 

‘Beckett’s and Schaeffer’s acousmatics’ for the purposes of this close reading is the ‘attention to the 

investigative mood generated by the acousmatic situation’ (Morin 2014, 4), which lends itself 

superbly to the thematisation of sensorial and epistemological uncertainty in general and the 

ambiguous corporeality of Embers’ Ada in particular. 
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 This last thought is also illustrative of another aspect of this radio work’s 

radiogeneity, which is its propensity to attract interiority readings. Many critics have taken 

up such an approach: Esslin considers that all the voices in Embers are internal, and explicitly 

links this with ‘radio’s unique ability to present an inner, wholly subjective reality’ (2012, 

280); Ruby Cohn plainly states that Embers ‘is the first of several Beckett plays whose setting 

is a mind’, namely Henry’s, where all the sounds and voices play out (1980, 24); Frost, 

having made the (as we have seen slightly problematic) claim that All That Fall ‘takes place 

entirely inside the mind of Maddy Rooney’ (2014, 254), argues that Embers is not much 

different, since the listener’s perspective is ‘from inside Henry’s head’ (1999, 326); Gray 

compares Henry’s situation to ‘the darkness and silence of the listener’s skull’, their common 

‘vulnerability’ stemming from ‘the problem of existing in their own voice-haunted skulls’ 

(1981, 66). This is a representative sample of what would be a rather long list were it 

exhaustive. 

 The net result of such musings, or at least the logical outcome of pursuing them to 

their last ramifications, is an interpretation of Embers in solipsistic terms. Embers certainly 

lends itself to solipsistic readings (see, e.g., Branigan 2008, 31), like many other of Beckett’s 

works, written for radio or otherwise,105 and the medium itself once again proves to be 

remarkably suited for his pet philosophical fascinations – not least of which being the idea 

of solipsism (Kalb 1994, 129). ‘All worlds are alike on the radio: they are all of them mental 

inventions’ (Guralnick 1996, 109); and since ‘hearing is often considered an entirely internal 

 
105 In fact, solipsism is unambiguously problematised in his earlier works More Pricks Than Kicks 

and Murphy (Ackerley and Gontarski 2004, 533), and, as Beckett’s own solitary proclivities 

repeatedly find their way into his later work (Ackerley and Gontarski 2004, 534), it remains, in my 

opinion, a valid and perhaps slightly under-researched angle from which Beckett’s oeuvre can be 

studied. 
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affair’, to the point of being associated with solipsism (Kendrick 2017, 7), radio cannot help 

being an ideal medium for exploring the ‘precarious suspension between existence and non-

existence’ (Kalb 1994, 129), for ‘blurring the distinction between internal and external 

reality’ (Zilliacus 1976, 81; see also McMullan, 2010, 68), and in fact the difficulty of 

separating fancy from fact, Verhulst argues, is a key building block of Embers (2017a, 10).106 

This begs the question: if the listener only has access to the inner reality of the 

protagonist, what evidence do they have of the existence of an external one? According to 

Zilliacus, for example, the ‘absence of external events in Embers’ (which is even more acute 

than in All That Fall), allied with the fact that ‘[t]he interplay between Henry and other 

characters takes place in Henry’s mind’, means that the universe of the radio work ‘is a totally 

subjective one: it is one man’s world’, and from here to deeming Henry a ‘solipsist’ is but a 

small step, or no step at all (1976, 80, 79, 83, 77). Verhulst indirectly strengthens that theory 

when he compares Embers to a chapter of James Joyce’s Ulysses: in the latter work, Stephen 

Dedalus closes his eyes for a while, and when ‘opens them again, he finds that the world has 

simply gone on existing’; Embers, however, ‘does away with such restrictions’ (2017a, 12). 

 The foregoing points (on the simplicity of the plot and paucity of the dramatis 

personae; the vital importance of sound design; Beckett’s overt thematisation of hearing; and 

the obvious allure and relevance of interiority readings verging on solipsism) all bear witness 

to the undisputable radiogeneity of Embers, but the radiogenic feature of this work that is 

probably most commented on by Beckett scholars is its exploration of disembodiment. 

 
106 Peters astutely expounds on communication in the age of technology as a concept that manages to 

be combined with both ‘the dream of instantaneous access and the nightmare of the labyrinth of 

solitude’, noting that the words ‘solipsism’ and ‘telepathy’ were coined around the same time: in the 

last quarter of the nineteenth century, that is, when sound recording and transmission technologies 

began to emerge (1999, 5). 
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Somewhat understandably, it is often co-opted by spiritistic interpretations – after all, in 

radio, as we have seen in chapter 3, ‘sounds from quite separate spheres of the material world 

are united’: ‘“Inner” voices mingle with substantial ones’ (Arnheim 1936, 193). This line of 

reasoning has proven quite fruitful for the analysis of Embers: Zilliacus speaks of the 

summoning of ‘revenants’ (1976, 81), and Perloff finds that Beckett’s second radio work 

mirrors how radio ‘does not allow us to distinguish the living from the dead; their recorded 

voices, after all, occupy the same soundscape’ (1999, 249). Worth in particular leaves no 

stone unturned in her discussion of the distinction between the living and the dead and the 

blurring thereof: for her, Henry’s dead father is given materiality; Addie does not deserve ‘a 

voice of her own’ (in her production of Embers, Ada and Addie are voiced by the same 

actress) due to her ‘insubstantial reality’; and Ada herself is somewhere between materiality 

and evanescence (1981, 205, 203, 206). For this very reason, again according to Worth, Ada’s 

limbo state allows her to serve as a medium for the dead (1981, 207) – a task that is also 

imputed to the sea (1981, 204) – in what could be an oblique reference to the purportedly 

otherworldly properties of the work’s medium itself.107 

 These time-honoured interpretations can be useful, especially when dealing with the 

repeated phenomenon that is Henry’s shamanistic summoning of sounds and voices. What 

often happens is that Henry issues an order to his body or calls someone forth (the two are 

handled similarly – which, as we shall see presently, lends strength to dualistic readings), and 

a moment later, his command not having been immediately heeded, he reiterates it in a more 

 
107 The similarities between the sea in this piece and the medium of radio do not seem to end there: 

‘The sea in Embers parallels radiospace itself, full as it is of an unregulated mass of freely-flowing 

sound waves. From this torrent, frequencies are picked out and signals listened to, in the form of the 

voices’ (Boyce 2009, 60). 
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forceful manner. He does this to orchestrate his body’s movement (‘On!’, ‘Stop!’, ‘Down!’); 

to conjure up the sounds of a drip, clashing stones, and in three separate occasions hooves; 

to call to mind a memory (‘Don’t, don’t…’); and even to get his story started: ‘Bolton [Pause. 

Louder.] Bolton! [Pause.] There before the fire’ (CDW, 253, 255, 257, 260, 254). Ada too 

(or her voice, at any rate) he calls up in this manner, that is to say, by calling out twice: ‘Ada. 

[Pause. Louder.] Ada!’ (CDW, 256); while his first attempt succeeds, the second one (and 

his third attempt at invoking the sound of hooves) fails (CDW, 263).108 

Curiously, however, his father is not summoned in this way: he just starts talking to 

him (CDW, 253). Moreover, he never, not once, calls him twice in quick succession: he only 

calls out once each time, without pressing further (e.g., CDW, 255, 256, 264). This is rarely 

if ever accounted for, and represents not only a likely meaningful variation but also 

something of a challenge to a seamless spiritistic reading. So, we should be wary of relying 

too heavily on a mediumistic interpretation of Embers, especially when a similar but less 

mystically charged alternative – listening to that radio piece as an earnest exploration of a 

possible aesthetics of disembodiment – has so much potential. 

 

 
108 A particularly striking reminder of the aptness of the supernatural perspective is the faint echo that 

can be discerned throughout the original BBC radio production. Hand and Traynor explain how that 

technical effect was created: ‘A slight echo has been added (achieved by opening the fader on the 

recording machine slightly to create controlled feedback) which emphasizes the surreal, discordant 

and disturbing effect’ (2011, 53-54). The result is decidedly eerie, the best example being the way 

Henry’s ‘long laugh’ is acoustically foreshadowed immediately before it erupts (39:18). Admittedly, 

though, we need not jump to paranormal conclusions to make sense of it: it can be said to simply 

bolster Maude’s claim that Embers ‘highlights another type of sonorous transport – a temporal one’, 

whereby ‘sound, with its instantly fleeting quality, implies the here and now of the present, barely 

comprehensible, and even the future, that which we hear ahead of us and gradually move towards, or 

which we simply anticipate, as in the case of listening to music’ (2009a, 58). 
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4.3.2. Dallying with disembodiment 

All That Fall, as we have seen, presents a complex view of embodiment, one of tension and 

precariousness: the older characters’ corporeality may have been frail and reluctant, but 

shining a spotlight on its failing state paradoxically gives corporeality, and consequently the 

problematisation of embodiment, pride of place. However, if for Beckett his first radio work 

already ‘depends on the whole thing’s coming out of the dark’ (Letters III, 63, original 

emphasis), Embers seems to go to greater lengths still to thematise the voice ex nihilo, that 

is to say, disembodiment: ‘There is little sense of Henry’s body’, McMullan writes; ‘indeed 

the play disturbs the boundaries between externally verifiable reality and Henry’s internal 

mindscape, haunted by a series of ghosts, sounds and stories’ (2010, 74). The enhanced 

medium-specificity of Embers, to repeat a point that was raised earlier, derives in part from 

the more overt way in which it plays on the perceived strengths or defining traits of radio; 

thus Zilliacus deems Embers to be ‘enacted in the mind’, its ‘raw materials, disembodied 

sounds and silence’ – like those of every radio artwork – being ‘assembled in the 

imaginations of its listeners’ (1970, 219; see also McMullan 2010, 67), and Frost considers 

radio to provide the ideal medium for the dramatisation of a disembodied mind, a notion that 

Frost convincingly argues is exploited in Embers (2014, 257). 

 This is not to say that tokens of corporeality are entirely absent. Embers famously 

begins with Henry ordering his body about (CDW, 253). The sound effects (trotting hooves, 

clashing stones, doors slammed shut, the ebb and flow of the sea) are manifestations of 

phenomena proper to the material world. The flashbacks, which intimate the couple’s first 

carnal experience and Addie’s difficulties in learning to play the piano and ride a horse, also 

establish a (hazy) link to the wider world. But these are flawed simulacra, reminiscent of the 
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gulf that separates the noumenon from the phenomenon, that is, the object per se from its 

manifestations. The sound effects, namely that of the sea, are meant to be ‘very stylised’ 

(Verhulst 2017b, 85), and Addie’s scenes, unique in that they are the only moments 

dramatised from a standpoint other than Henry’s, resume the theme of the mind’s deficient 

efforts to exert control over the body, and thus call to mind the protagonist’s own vexed 

attempts at commanding (or commandeering?) his own body. 

Interestingly, the only character in Embers whose corporeality is consistently brought 

into focus is Holloway, one of the fictional characters from Henry’s story. He is described as 

a ‘fine old chap, very big and strong’, ‘six foot, burly, legs apart, hands behind his back 

holding up the tails of his old macfarlane’ (CDW, 254-255). Unlike his rather static 

counterpart, Bolton, Holloway is depicted as being more dynamic (there is mention of the 

‘crooked trail’ left by his galoshes, and he often threatens to leave), and even when he is 

stock still his earthy materiality comes to the fore, as when he stands ‘on the hearthrug trying 

to toast his arse’ (CDW, 255). In addition, he complains of bodily discomfort – ‘no 

refreshment, no welcome, chilled to the medulla, catch his death’ (CDW, 255-256) – in a way 

that is reminiscent of Maddy’s ravings. Having said that, meek Bolton too, that ‘grand old 

figure in his old red dressing-gown’, is capable of asserting his physical presence, as when 

he pleadingly stares Holloway down, who in turn is overpowered by his old friend’s pitiful 

gaze and tries to shield himself from it by covering his face (CDW, 255, 264). 

However, such emphasis on materiality is mostly restricted to Henry’s fictional 

account and his own movements – perhaps as part of an ongoing and deliberate attempt to 

shape his world in such a way as to render it more concrete, more real. His interlocutor, his 

father, is dead, or, presumably so, given that his body was never found (CDW, 253-254) – a 
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state of affairs that in a way manages to be even more materially lacking than a fully certified 

death. Even his mien as he was last sighted by Ada had a deathly quality, due to ‘the great 

stillness of the whole body, as if all the breath had left it’ (CDW, 263). On the whole, it is 

insubstantiality that is privileged in Embers, and this is brilliantly encapsulated by the 

following brief exchange: 

 

[ADA:] Is there anyone about?  

HENRY: Not a living soul.  

ADA: I thought as much. (CDW, 261) 

 

Curiously, Ada has to ask Henry if there is anyone on the beach (and his answer confirms 

what was, as her enjoiner makes clear, her guess rather than her actual perception), which 

suggests that she is not in a position to do so herself – that is, that she is not really there. In 

response, Henry darkly claims that there is ‘not a living soul’,109 which also seems to exclude 

Ada’s presence (and, if we take it as a literal answer to the question ‘Is there anyone about?’, 

might cast some doubt on Henry’s own status). 

 
109 In the French version, this remark is translated idiomatically rather than literally by ‘Pas un chat’ 

(Cendres, 60). This is a correct use of that colloquial expression, but it causes Henry’s line to lose 

crucial connotations. This is but one of a number of examples of what Beckett himself calls the 

‘weakening effect’ of French, which is evident everywhere in his translation of Embers: ‘The title, 

Cendres, which could be used as a synonym for “embers” but is usually associated with “ashes”, 

already takes some of the fire out of the text. The wordplay that characterizes Embers – and, to borrow 

Beckett’s words, partly “falsifies” the radio play – is not recreated in French either’ (Verhulst 2017a, 

17). So, the semantically stimulating ‘little book’ and ‘waste’ alluded to in the end become the prosaic 

and much more specific ‘emploi du temps’ and ‘trop-plein’, respectively (Cendres, 71). It bears 

emphasising, however, that implicit meanings related to incorporeality are retained elsewhere, as 

when a similar expression, ‘not a soul about’, is simply translated by ‘pas âme qui vive’ (Cendres, 

68), and sometimes are even added, as when ‘Don’t stand there gaping’ becomes ‘Ne reste pas là à 

voir tes fantômes’ (Cendres, 57). ‘Not a soul’, by the way, was considered by Beckett as a potential 

title for the work that became Embers (Letters III, 191). 
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A similar situation occurs earlier: after Henry summons (and the listener duly hears) 

the sound of hooves, Ada asks him if he heard them, and whether they were galloping (CDW, 

257). Here we need not rely on Henry’s sight and his account of what he sees, because we 

get to hear it too. This might mean that either she does not enjoy what Johnson terms a 

‘bodily, sensorimotor experience’ (2007, 195), or that the sound we hear is actually an 

acoustic translation of an inner process taking place in Henry’s mind. A common 

interpretation, as we have seen, is that both are true – specifically, that the former follows 

from the latter. 

Indeed, Ada is the character who best embodies (excuse the pun) the principle of 

immateriality that underpins Embers. She speaks with a ‘[l]ow remote voice throughout’ (a 

direction that is scrupulously adhered to in the 1959 production), makes no sound as she sits 

beside Henry, and comments that it must be ‘[c]hilly enough I imagine’ (CDW, 257). 

Verhulst observes that the fact that she has to ‘imagine’ the outside air temperature hints at a 

spectral state, helpfully adding that Beckett excised ‘Ada’s manuscript comment that she is 

glad to have put on “jaegers” herself’ (2017a, 11). 

Yet we must beware the temptation of definitively consigning Ada to the realm of 

phantasmagory. Verhulst, in his valuable study of the genesis of Embers, chronicles Beckett’s 

hesitation ‘between revealing and concealing Ada’s physical presence on the beach’ (2017a, 

10). On the one hand, in the script for the first BBC production, Beckett specified that her 

voice should be ‘expressionless’, ‘in addition to lengthening all Ada’s contracted verb forms 

(e.g., “they’re” becomes “they are”)’ (Verhulst 2017a, 10; see also Verhulst 2015, 65). 

Moreover, ‘[w]hen Henry gets up in the second typescript to approach the water’s edge, Ada 

tells him not to just stand there and look at her, which the published text pares down to: 
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“Don’t stand there staring”’ (Verhulst 2017a, 11). On the other hand, and ‘[w]hile Beckett 

removed the majority of references that confirm her physical presence, the published text 

offers enough contradictory information to leave the ambiguity intact’ (Verhulst 2017a, 11). 

Verhulst points at a couple of vestiges of Ada’s materiality to come to the conclusion that 

that central ambiguity must remain unresolved: ‘Ada is both present and not present on the 

beach’ (2017a, 11). 

It is only fitting that it should be so – ultimately, however, it is clear that the emphasis 

is squarely on ethereality rather than embodiment. Or rather, the equation of embodiment is 

complicated in ways that differ from those that can be found in his previous radio work. In 

All That Fall, corporeality may flounder but is nevertheless precisely thereby foregrounded; 

the breakdown is one of the lived body or embodied mind, since body and mind are on 

equitable (that is to say, equally precarious) terms. Contrariwise, in Embers corporeality is 

threatened less by collapse than by erasure, given ‘the ambiguous status of the storyworld’ 

(McMullan 2010, 247; see also Beloborodova and Verhulst 2018, 250). The two most 

obvious means of forcing a straightforward interpretation of the plot’s key ambiguities (either 

Ada is actually on the beach, most likely as some sort of paranormal apparition, or her 

presence is a brainchild of Henry’s; either Henry is by the seashore, struggling to control his 

body properly, or he is imagining it all) imply either a schism between a mind and its body, 

that is, a fundamental ‘incompatibility of mind with matter’ (Zilliacus 1976, 91); or a 

relationship of absolute vassalage wherein ‘spirit commands body’ (Zilliacus ‘1970, 223). 

Either way, it seems appropriate to suggest, for example, that Beckett, in Embers 

much more so than in All That Fall, resorts to the medium of radio to experiment, only half-

playfully, with certain tenets of ‘the “occasionalist” philosophy of the seventeenth-century 
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Cartesian, Arnold Geulincx, whose Latin works Beckett read with some care in 1935-6 and 

subsequently described as one of the keys to his work’, namely ‘Geulincx’s concept of 

conscious existence constituted as a disembodied mind’ (Frost 2014, 257). For our present 

purposes, it is perfectly sensible to follow analogous lines of inquiry, especially considering 

that reports of a mismatch between body and mind ‘become endemic in many accounts of 

old age’ (Barry 2015, 136). As we shall see presently, exploring notions of disembodiment 

has decisive ramifications for the thematisation of finitude, old age, and the possibility of 

meaning-making in general. 

 

4.3.3. Evolving notions of old age: from physical infirmity to symbolic infinity 

Much more so than All That Fall, then, Embers at several points suggests a schizoid or at 

least estranged relationship between body and mind. Yet there is nothing liberating about its 

radiogenic fantasies of disembodiment; they are not examples of the run-of-the-mill ‘longing 

for an ageless, essential self’ that can so often be found in modern drama (Lipscomb 2016, 

14), or the wistful workings of the self-flagellating Christian repudiation of all things worldly. 

They are animated by an altogether darker and more ambivalent sentiment. When Ada – 

authoritatively, as though from personal and tragic experience (Verhulst 2017a, 10) – speaks 

of how underneath the water’s surface ‘all is as quiet as the grave’ (CDW, 261), she equates 

the depths of the sea (and possibly, by implication, her own current state) with silence, which 

is to say nothingness, since in radio parlance silence is a byword for non-being: ‘Not a sound. 

All day, all night, not a sound’ (CDW, 261). There is something essentialist (in the sense of 

pre-ordained and inescapable) and levelling about that realm: the water, like a heavy blanket, 
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stifles all sound, imposing an eerie uniformity and perpetual stasis; its parallels with death 

are obvious. 

 Indeed, it would be justified and of value to deploy again a key operating concept of 

this dissertation and interpret Henry’s obsession with the sea as another instance of the réveil 

mortel. His association of the sea with his father and his untimely death is clear enough; when 

he later wonders aloud why he lives right beside that which unsettles him so, Henry 

demonstrates that he is well aware of what the sea stands for: ‘And I live on the brink of it! 

Why? Professional obligations? [Brief laugh] Reasons of health? [Brief laugh.] Family ties? 

[Brief laugh.] A woman? [Laugh in which she joins.] Some old grave I cannot tear myself 

away from? [Pause.]’ (CDW, 258). As when Edward first sees the matchseller in A Slight 

Ache, and in all probability when Maddy’s little girl dies (and unlike the other, minor brushes 

with the idea of the inescapability of finitude in All That Fall), a seismic shift occurs after 

Henry’s father’s disappearance amidst the waves: nothing will ever be the same again. The 

sound of the sea is diffuse – ‘so strange’ (CDW, 253) – but, disquietingly, not unfamiliar. 

Above all, it is an ineradicable memento mori: ‘I often hear it above in the house and walking 

the roads’ (CDW, 254). Unabated, it follows Henry even to landlocked Switzerland (CDW, 

254). Its siren call, ever beckoning, may not ensnare the doubtful protagonist, but neither 

does it show any sign of relenting: Henry’s last words – ‘Not a sound’ – are immediately 

contradicted by the sound of the sea.110 The réveil mortel in Embers is of the most 

transformative nature – more so than in A Slight Ache (seeing that Edward does manage to 

 
110 Sadly, in most editions of Embers (including the one I cite from in this dissertation), ‘the crucial 

direction “Sea” is omitted at the end of the text’, but there is no doubt that it is supposed to be there 

(Verhulst 2017a, 15). In the 1959 production, the sound of the sea indeed continues, as loud as ever, 

if not louder than before; by contrast, the 2006 version, to its discredit, ends with strict silence. 
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keep its terrible tidings out of his mind for quite some time, which is to say until the moment 

he sees the matchseller again, this time right on his doorstep), and All That Fall (whose 

analogous moments, as we have seen, are but flashes of painful lucidity between long 

slumbers of workaday denial), with the noteworthy exception of Minnie’s death. Even more 

so than Maddy’s undying but at least somewhat intermittent anguish at the loss of her child, 

Henry’s réveil mortel is a consummate example of the lingering scar originally meant by Du 

Bos’s formulation – a worldview that permanently supersedes complacency, an ominous 

cloud that cannot be dispelled with any number of distracting sleights of hand. 

Like All That Fall, then, Embers is awash with references to mortality, some of which 

have already been referred to in this subchapter. To them we must add Ada’s dark, insidious, 

persistent, almost eager coaxing of Henry into committing suicide.111 Also, when Henry’s 

father presciently uses the epithet ‘washout’ to call his son a coward for not joining him for 

a swim, not only is that remark a foreboding allusion to his own imminent end, but it also 

prompts Henry to rue the fact that Ada did not abort their child: ‘Washout. [Pause.] Wish to 

Christ she had. [Pause.] Never met Ada, did you’ (CDW, 256).112 

Henry’s disdain for his daughter could hardly stand in starker contrast to Maddy’s 

heartbreak: not only does the couple succeed in having a grown daughter in Addie, albeit 

 
111 This happens relatively often: ‘Well, why don’t you? [Pause.] Don’t stand there thinking about it. 

[Pause.] Don’t stand there staring’ (CDW, 259); ‘And why life? [Pause.] Why life, Henry? [Pause.]’ 

(CDW, 261). See also the following exchange: 

 

HENRY: I was trying to be with my father. 

ADA: Oh. [Pause.] No difficulty about that. (CDW, 262) 

 

It bears mentioning that, when Beckett was trying to come up with a title for this radio work, ‘Why 

life, Henry?’ made it to his shortlist (Letters III, 191). 
112 For Perloff, this word has in fact a triple valency, in that it ‘also refers to Henry’s own death wish, 

his wish never to have been born’ (2004, 115). 
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only after years of effort (CDW, 261), Henry actually curses the day she was born – more 

than once, as a matter of fact (CDW, 256). Thus, the generation of life, a paramount concern 

in All That Fall, becomes little more than a barely tolerable nuisance in Embers; while Maddy 

mourns the premature demise of budding life and is everywhere surrounded by symbols of 

sterility and decay, Henry – an ‘accursed progenitor’, to use Endgame’s Hamm’s colourful 

phrase (CDW, 96) – would likely prefer the old woman’s lot to his own. Maddy laments what 

Henry seems to covet, both in vain – once again, the theme of irremediable regret comes to 

the fore. Like Dan, the characters of Embers flirt with the idea of forcibly bringing an end to 

life: Henry, who twice voices his wish that Addie, his ‘horrid little creature’ of a daughter 

(CDW, 256), had been a ‘washout’, half-heartedly contemplates giving himself over to the 

sea, and Ada repeatedly goads him to follow through on that plan. Gone is the bathos 

associated with a view of life as a frail and precious thing that animates Maddy; in Embers 

life is more akin to a burden, a ballast to which we must be chained. 

Discussing mortality and finitude in Beckett might be both requisite and productive, 

but death is not the be-all and end-all in Beckett’s work; more often than not, it is but part of 

a tortuous and long, sometimes seemingly endless journey, not necessarily being the 

destination or even a significant landmark (see Barry 2009, 81-83). This downgrading of 

death in the hierarchy of lived phenomena is even more patent in Embers than in All That 

Fall. If in All That Fall, as we have seen, mortality is less salient than one may think (since, 

upon closer inspection, it turns out that the radio piece has much more to say about decay 

and barrenness), explicit signifiers of death are even more muted in Embers: no one actually 

loses their life. In the end, Henry does not sacrifice himself to the realm of the deep. As a 

matter of fact, and due to lack of evidence, the disquieting possibility that Ada might be dead 
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must remain just that, a possibility, and neither can the listener ever be certain that Henry’s 

father status as departed ought to be taken figuratively rather than literally, as the officials 

responsible for granting probate seem to have suspected (CDW, 254). 

Instead, the emphasis seems to be placed on something arguably more terrifying than 

material extinction: the sense of ‘irremediable solitude’, a phrase that Shane Weller fishes 

out of Beckett’s monograph Proust and accurately claims to be an overriding theme in 

Beckett’s oeuvre (Weller 2009, 34). Embers is no exception: for White, Henry’s mind 

becomes prey to ‘the memory of past regrets’ now that he is ‘fundamentally alone’ (2009, 

65). This notion of irremediable solitude, which ties in perfectly with Cowley’s non-

chronometric conception of old age as a time of ‘irremediable regret’ (2017, 192), is vividly 

captured in Ada’s devastating speech towards the end: 

 

ADA: I suppose you [Henry] have worn him [his father] out. [Pause.] You wore him 

out living and now you are wearing him out dead. [Pause.] The time comes when one 

cannot speak to you any more. [Pause.] The time will come when no one will speak 

to you at all, not even complete strangers. [Pause.] You will be quite alone with your 

voice, there will be no other voice in the world but yours. [Pause.] Do you hear me? 

[Pause.] (CDW, 262) 

 

This insistence on the precariousness of intersubjectivity and thus meaning-making, 

combined with the pervading sense of the inevitability of life (characteristic of All That Fall 

and Embers as well as of so many of Beckett’s contemporaneous and later works, for radio 

as well as for the more common media), helps explain the prevalence and significance of the 
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theme of old age in Beckett’s oeuvre. It even shines through in the saga that was finding a 

title for Embers. In one letter, he writes that he ‘decided on Embers […] because embers are 

a better ebb than the sea’s, because followed by no flow’ (Letters III, 211). This would seem 

to reinforce the idea of finitude. However, in the same letter Beckett makes it clear that while 

he might accept Ebb or Again the Last Ebb, he draws the line in The Last Ebb, which in his 

opinion simply ‘would not do’ (Letters III, 211). The fact that he prefers Embers, which 

would become the definitive title, bespeaks not only his dislike for ‘the idea of finality’ 

suggested by The Last Ebb, but also his rejection of ‘the cyclical concept of a Wakean 

“riverrun”, implicit in the recurrent pattern of ebb and flow’ – Verhulst considers that 

Beckett, like Joyce, ‘was interested in a process, but an antithetical one of ending and dying 

down, not of endless return and renewal’ (2017a, 13). To encapsulate the gist of his work, 

then, Beckett preferred the image of embers (dying as an indefinitely long process), and while 

he might have begrudgingly tolerated that of the ebb (death as a mirage because of the 

cyclical nature of the dying process), he was adamantly against the idea of a ‘final’ ebb (death 

as a concrete and duly attainable result). 

Given that, after having agonised over the title for many months, Beckett eventually 

settled for ‘embers’, it is worth analysing this surprisingly ambivalent word. An ember can 

be defined as a ‘small piece of burning or glowing coal or wood in a dying fire’ (Lexico, s.v. 

‘ember’). Ember in the sense of ‘small, live coal’ harks back to ‘Old English æmerge’, which 

in turn comes ‘from Proto-Germanic *aim-uzjon- “ashes”’, ‘a compound from *aima- 

“ashes” […] + *uzjo- “to burn”’ (Etymonline, s.v. ‘ember’). As we can see, the semantic 

richness of ‘embers’ is already attested in its very etymology – the incongruous image of 
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‘burning ashes’ superbly illustrates the complexity of ageing (or life as a drawn-out process 

of dying) in Beckett, and thus makes ‘Embers’ a perfect title for this radio work. 

Also, it is highly significant that Beckett had at his disposal the English word 

‘cinders’. Its relationship with French cendres is an afterthought: the first letter of ‘Old 

English sinder […] changed to c- under influence of unrelated French cendre “ashes”, from 

Latin cinerem’, and ‘[t]he French word also apparently shifted the sense of the English one 

to “small piece of burnt coal after a fire has gone out”’ (Etymonline, s.v. ‘cinder’). This is 

relevant here because ‘cinders’ is a word that suggests much more strongly that the flame has 

been extinguished, and so would lend itself much more readily to the thematisation of 

mortality per se, should that have been the author’s intention.113 

For our present purposes, then, readings centred on mortality (especially on the réveil 

mortel as symbolised by the sound of the sea) are certainly fruitful but must be complemented 

by others anchored in the processes of dying and ageing epitomised by the embers, whose 

heat certainly dissipates but nevertheless stubbornly continues to emanate. The theme of fire 

comes as a fictional counterpoint to the ‘real’ ebb and flow of the murderous tide – it features 

prominently (and, as it turns out, nowhere else) in Henry’s ‘great’ unfinished story. In it, fire 

is the only source of sound as well as light (CDW, 254, 255). It gradually becomes ‘all coal’: 

at one point there are ‘no flames’, just ‘embers’, whose sound is described as ‘[s]hifting, 

lapsing, furtive like, dreadful sound’ (CDW, 255). The ‘dying, dying glow’ of the embers is 

eventually all but snuffed out: ‘fire dying’ becomes ‘fire out, bitter cold, great trouble, white 

world, not a sound, no good’ (CDW, 255, 256). By the last reference to the fictional hearth, 

 
113 However, it should be added that, in the translation of Embers into French, Beckett and Pinget 

could have opted for a more literal (and more flammable) signifier in French, such as braises. 
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the embers have grown ‘cold’ (CDW, 264) – crucially, however, the coals have not yet turned 

to ash; the unheeded embers linger on, though by now but a negligible source of heat, light, 

and noise.114 

Linking the dying embers to the process of ageing is partially primed by Henry’s 

repeated description of his characters as ‘old men’, because, interestingly, there are very few 

other explicit markers of age, and virtually no specific chronometric timeframe is mentioned. 

The only ‘authoritative’ one (not available to the listener, because it is merely a textual 

direction) indicates that the first time Henry had sexual intercourse with Ada was ‘[t]wenty 

years ago’ (CDW, 260), but he could perfectly well be less than forty years old now – hardly 

the prototypical ‘old man’ by modern Western standards. Little Addie might now be 

‘Twelve? Thirteen? [Pause.] Fourteen?’, but neither parent seems to know for sure (CDW, 

261). Unlike in the more realistic, down-to-earth All That Fall, where Dan is presented as 

someone who is evidently in thrall to notions of chronometry and linearity, time is much 

more fluid in Embers (yet another reason why readings focusing on interiority and/or 

 
114 Interestingly, Worth arrives at the opposite conclusion, equating the embers ‘with the deathliness 

of the white world, the agony of the old man, the idea of extinction’ and the final sound of the sea 

with ‘life and creativity as well as death’ (1981, 205, 208). As we have seen, however, embers are 

much more readily paired with the idea of dying than with actual death – the more adequate 

metonymical expression of which, in the semantical field of fire, are surely ashes, which are 

conspicuously absent from Embers (though not from the French translation, being even present in the 

title itself). Furthermore, Worth’s claim that the sea’s contradiction of Henry’s last words entails the 

rejection of ‘nothing’ as a concept (1981, 208) is not without merit, but deeming the sea a ‘creative’ 

force just because it drives Henry ‘to talk, invent, project voices, and evoke shades’ (Worth 1981, 

208) is dubious, or correct only in one sense of the word (that is, a neutral one) that is different from 

the one that is clearly intended (a positive one). In other words, such a reading seems to try too hard 

to see a glimmer of light and hope and life which might well be there but, more importantly, is 

deliberately obfuscated. Worth’s take on the role of the sea in Embers is reminiscent of Porter’s 

reading of All That Fall as a life-affirming work – which, I reiterate, strains credulity – and of 

Branigan’s own belief in ‘the enduring optimism of these works’ (2008, 53). 
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disembodiment are both popular and apt) – the only comparable quirk is Henry’s repeated 

aspiration to train a horse to ‘mark time’ (CDW, 253, 257).115 

Even subjective signifiers of agedness are hard to come by, at least as far as the two 

speaking characters are concerned. In truth, the adjective ‘old’ (acting as an attribute of 

‘man’, ‘fellow’, ‘chap’, or ‘friend’) is liberally bestowed on Bolton and Holloway: Bolton’s 

is a ‘old blue eye, very glassy, lids worn thin, lashes gone, whole thing swimming’; 

Holloway’s ‘old arm’ becomes tired, his ‘old fist’ is shaken by Bolton; and even the clothes 

they wear are ‘old’ (CDW, 264, 255). Henry’s father too, the listener learns within the first 

minute of the radio work, is an ‘old man, blind and foolish’, and even his grave is described 

as ‘old’ (CDW, 253, 258). But Henry himself (let alone ethereal Ada) does not wear his old 

age on his sleeve; references to it are discreet, as when he talks of ‘someone who… knew 

me, in the old days’, or when he gets up to stretch his ‘old bones’ (CDW, 255, 259). The 

contrast to All That Fall is again striking. 

Exactly for that reason, it is remarkable how much more frequently (if always 

cursorily) old age is mentioned when discussing Embers than is the case with All That Fall. 

For example, Guralnick portrays Henry as ‘an old man reduced to reiterating broken 

recollections’, ‘an aging, Krapp-like character obsessed with his past’ (1996, 84). Esslin too 

summarises Embers as a radio work that ‘resembles Krapp’s Last Tape in that its hero is also 

an old man musing on the past’ (2014, 54), and he also describes Henry as ‘an old man’ 

 
115 Also, there is a waggish little scene where Henry dreads the thought of spending eternity engaging 

in banal conversation with Ada: ‘small chat to the babbling of Lethe about the good old days when 

we wished we were dead. [Pause.] Price of margarine fifty years ago’ (CDW, 256). Yet in context it 

is unclear whether they ever actually discussed such topics or if he is just projecting them into an 

imagined post mortem future, since he is ruefully anticipating ‘what hell will be like’ (CDW, 256). 

At any rate, and unlike Dan, Henry clearly repudiates that kind of talk (see footnote 98). 
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elsewhere (2012, 280). In a slightly more elaborate rationale, Cohn compares the ‘two old 

men’ of Henry’s story – who themselves ‘are embers, once strong as tall, once full of faith 

and friendship, but now unable to articulate or alleviate pain’ – to the storyteller, ‘the sucking 

sea a metronome for his ebbing life, as Maddy Rooney's laborious footsteps beat out her 

ebbing life’ (1980, 85, 25). Again, this is interesting, because Henry, unlike Maddy, is never 

explicitly depicted as an ‘old man’, and the thematisation of agedness in Beckett is too rarely 

taken into account for this seeming consensus to be self-evident. 

Be that as it may, what matters is that those critics are right to draw their readers’ 

attention to that theme – although often invisible, it is indispensable for a proper grasp of 

Beckett’s work, especially as it matured. As Gilleard points out in his 2016 article ‘Old Age 

and Samuel Beckett’s Late Works’, 

 

the representation of old age throughout all Beckett’s work can be seen as the 

deployment of a cultural imaginary that locates it, on the one hand, on a continuum 

with impotence and decay, and on the other, with endings, or with coming in reach 

of an ending. The former stresses corporeality – the bodily aspects of agedness – 

while the latter emphasizes a more existential coming to an end, an end of mental 

striving to communicate or to go on. (2016, emphasis added)116 

 

 
116 Most of Gilleard’s observations in his article chiefly pertain to two later trilogies of stage plays 

and novellas, but they are buttressed by a bird’s eye view of the development of the theme of old age 

in Beckett’s oeuvre, and as such they deserve to be quoted at some length; his insights are eminently 

applicable to his radio work, although he does not explicitly address it. 
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Crucially, while from a synchronic point of view both dimensions of the cultural imaginary 

of old age in Beckett as identified by Gilleard remain key operating concepts regardless of 

the moment in Beckett’s writing career one might elect to focus on, diachronically they seem 

to be drawn upon with a progressively unequal zeal. The differences, already analysed above, 

between All That Fall and the later, even more radiogenic Embers herald a gradual change 

in the way agedness in general and the corporeality of old age in particular came to feature 

in Beckett’s maturing work: according to Gilleard, ‘as Beckett grew older, he seems to have 

become less, not more, preoccupied with the body’s corporeal nature – or at least with those 

aspects reflecting somatic dysfunction, disease, and decay’ (2016). Gilleard argues that 

‘[u]nlike the bodies of the characters in his earlier plays […] the bodies in his late work are 

not inept or frail. Rather they are less whole, less fully present on the stage, less visibly and 

unequivocally “on view” than in his earlier plays’ (2016). Similarly, but with the due 

differences of medium taken into consideration, it is fair to say that Maddy’s (and even 

Dan’s) corporeality is more readily defined by frailty, whilst Henry’s (and especially Ada’s) 

is best thought of in terms of wholeness, of integrity in the sense of being undivided. Even 

more to the point is Gilleard’s claim that in Beckett’s later work ‘[c]haracters as complete 

bodies, as persons caught up with their bodies, are replaced by persons as abstracted, stylized 

bodies and/or disembodied voices’ (2016). The idea of Maddy and Dan as ‘caught up with 

their bodies’, of Henry as having a ‘stylised’ body (because of the peculiarity of its 

discrepancy with Henry’s mind), and of Ada as being something of a ‘disembodied voice’ 

seems to be tailor-made and need not be elaborated upon. 

This development goes hand in hand with another pivotal and related sea change: as 

Gilleard notes, ‘in his later work, agedness seems to be represented differently, more 
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symbolically than functionally’ (2016). The use of the theme of old age as the deployment 

of a specific cultural imaginary in the service of certain philosophical precepts, namely the 

better to illustrate a worldview that embraces dejectedness and an understated sort of 

resistance alike, is not unique to Beckett – it is also observable, for example, in Pinter’s A 

Slight Ache (see Querido 2018) and in Hildesheimer’s Hörspiele, (see chapter 5). But in 

Beckett’s (as well as Hildesheimer’s) case, this is neither a sporadic thematical flourish nor 

a staple of every single one of his works: instead, there seems to be a positive correlation 

between the increasingly systematic exploitation of the cultural associations with agedness 

in symbolic ways and the consolidation of the author’s artistic development and worldview. 

This is already discernible in the transition between All That Fall and Embers, and even more 

so in Beckett’s later radio works. Abetted by the unique properties of a relatively pliable 

medium that nevertheless lends itself best to explorations of sensorial and epistemological 

scepticism, Beckett’s radio art begins by thematising embodiment and all the perils it faces 

in old age (All That Fall), which then gives way to the thematisation of disembodiment 

(Embers), and the natural course of this ontological quest leads Beckett to a greater emphasis 

on abstraction, symbolism, and non-embodiment to the detriment of corporeality in his radio 

art, as the close readings of Words and Music and Cascando will show. 

Whether his shift away from ‘physical indignities and infirmities’ was symptomatic 

of Beckett’s evolving views and thus informed by ‘his own alienation from life, his dismay 

at its brevity, its insubstantiality’ (Gilleard 2016) is debatable and, for the purposes of this 

dissertation, more or less immaterial. What is relevant to point out here is that, regardless of 

the source from which it sprung, this tendency towards non-embodiment and abstraction, as 
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we shall see in the discussion of Words and Music and Cascando, was to become 

exponentially more important as Beckett’s artistic vision matured. 

 

4.4. Ceci n’est pas de la radio: a few remarks on Krapp’s Last Tape and Rockaby 

Before diving into Beckett’s two last pieces for radio, let us very briefly examine Krapp’s 

Last Tape, a one-act theatre play whose first draft was written in early 1958, that is to say 

after Beckett finished Embers and before he penned the first draft of Words and Music. In it, 

Krapp, a sixty-nine-year-old ‘wearish old man’ (CDW, 215), carries out his birthday ritual 

of listening to an earlier tape of himself and then recording a new one. The one he chooses 

on this occasion (described as a ‘farewell to love’) was recorded thirty years before, and in it 

a thirty-nine-year-old Krapp is displeased with a recording of himself ten years prior that he 

has just listened to. The middle-aged Krapp also tells of how he decided to sacrifice love the 

better to focus on his art. The buffoonish Krapp the audience sees on stage is dismissive of 

his pedantic younger selves and their lofty plans, but he does seek out and sentimentally 

linger on a description of a ‘tender, erotic moment in a punt’ (Ackerley and Gontarski 2004, 

302); in the end, he aborts the recording of his traditional recording of a tape in order to listen 

to that passage once again, motionless and silent. Not only are all the major thematic 

cornerstones of this dissertation represented in this play but also, by dint of its strategic 

position in the chronological order of Beckett’s writings, does it accurately reflect the turn 

from corporeality and concreteness to ethereality and abstraction that was by then already 

underway. 

There is, however, an important caveat that prevents it from being subjected to a more 

in-depth analysis in the context of this particular dissertation: it was not written for the 
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medium of radio. Indeed, when in 1958 Beckett wrote a letter to McWhinnie about a ‘short 

stage monologue for Magee’ he had recently composed, he made a point of peremptorily 

(and even, one feels, pre-emptively) stating that it was ‘definitely non-radio’ (Letters III, 

115). As early as fifty years ago, Esslin noted how ‘[t]he effect of the play depends, above 

all, on the counterpoint of the powerful visual image of a man listening to his own recorded 

voice with his reactions to his past personality registering on his features’, which dovetails 

with his claim that it is ‘by its very nature incapable of being performed on radio’ (2012, 

279). Bloom too considers Krapp’s Last Tape ‘a distinctively un-radiogenic piece’, arguing 

that ‘[w]ithout a visual register it is difficult to differentiate the voice of the elder Krapp from 

his earlier recordings’ (2016, 141). 

Again, this is not the place to properly analyse a dramatic work: given, among other 

elements, the presence of the actual bodies of the actors on stage and a live audience, the 

creation, production, performance, reception, and semiotics of a theatre play are vastly 

different from those of a radio broadcast, and the theoretical and thematic framework on 

which this dissertation rests is defined by the specificity of the medium of radio. Let us 

consider, by way of example, Beckett’s pioneering (Maude 2009b, 125) use in Krapp’s Last 

Tape of the portable magnetic tape recorder, a new-fangled and ground-breaking device 

which at the time had not yet even been adopted by many from the BBC’s otherwise (and 

famously) innovative Features Department (Rodger 1982, 96). The use of the portable 

magnetic tape recorder is best understood, as Maude shows, in the intrinsic logic of sheer 

materiality of a theatre play, given Beckett’s exploration of the contrast between the 

disembodying potential of the technology and the audiotapes’ reification of sound, whereby 
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‘the status of sound as a near-physical object’ allows Krapp’s younger self to appear ‘on 

stage, side by side with the now decrepit Krapp’ (2009b, 126; see also Hayles 1997, 78). 

Even so, Zilliacus does not shy away from attending to Krapp’s Last Tape in his early 

and detailed account of Beckett’s artistic incursions into the brave new media: ‘There is one 

obvious argument for including Krapp’s Last Tape in a discussion of Beckett and 

broadcasting. That is the simple fact that the play grew out of its author’s recent 

confrontations with the radio medium’ (1976, 203). It has long been a commonplace that this 

play ‘probably would never have been envisaged without Beckett’s experience of the radio 

medium’ (Whitehead 1989, 143); as Bloom succinctly points out, ‘[e]vidence that Krapp was 

conceived, written, and executed in the shadow of radio is extensive’ (2016, 140). Frost even 

dedicates an essay (revealingly titled ‘Audio Prosthetics and the Problems of a Radio 

Production of Samuel Beckett’s Krapp’s Last Tape’) to the sketching of what a radio 

adaptation of that stage play might sound like. Such a plan, he readily concedes, is doomed 

from the start (2005, 1), much for the same reasons as those mentioned in the preceding 

paragraph. Yet Frost goes as far as to write a possible opening, with a radiogenic narrator 

gently guiding the otherwise hapless listener (2005, 7-9), and he goes on to audaciously 

suggest that ‘[p]erhaps radio is its proper medium after all’ (2005, 17). Regardless of what 

one might think of that conclusion, Frost’s tentative blueprint for a radio adaptation of 

Krapp’s Last Tape is evidence of the work’s kindship with the medium and the thematic 

meshwork associated with it.117 

 
117 The following personal anecdote is a marvellous illustration of this: often, when I mention to 

scholars who are very familiar with Beckett’s work (and, in one instance, a Beckettian of significant 

standing who is cited in this dissertation) that I am studying his work for radio, I am immediately 

asked: ‘Oh, so you are working on Krapp’s Last Tape, then?’ 
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This is also attested by readings focused on the novel use of audiotape in particular 

and the complex soundscape of the play in general. For instance, Bloom interprets it 

alongside the radio work All That Fall in the light of such radiogenic notions as sonic 

obsolescence, the evanescence of memory, and the archival drive (2016, 128, 133). Crucially, 

the sterility and stasis that define the depiction of a ‘hermetic, nostalgic’ character who lives 

‘in the past, entombed in his sound archive’ is juxtaposed with the ‘necessary counterpoint’ 

that is its staging through the ephemeral means of a live performance before an actual 

audience (Bloom 2016, 152) – and this pivotal tension would be impossible to achieve 

through the medium of radio. 

Another example is Katherine Hayles’s thought-provoking reading, where she 

contemplates the idea of the tape recorder functioning not merely as a ‘prosthetic device’, as 

Frost does (2005, 10), but indeed ‘as a surrogate body’, since the alienation of one’s voice 

through time delay can ‘create a new subject ambiguously located in both the body and the 

recorder’ (Hayles 1997, 75, 94). Significantly (for our present purposes, at any rate), this 

results in not only ‘a certain kind of postmodern subjectivity’ but also an elaborate process 

of disembodiment – after all, ‘voices are taken out of bodies and bodies find themselves out 

of voices’ (Hayles 1997, 75). When Hayles stresses the ‘physical presence’ of sound, she 

illustrates what she means by pointing at how in Beckett’s play different degrees of presence 

(from the tenuous, third-hand account of Krapp’s youngest self; via the voice of the middle-

aged Krapp, which acts as a synecdochical body;118 to the concrete if faltering corporeality 

 
118 As Dyson reminds us, the body is always vehiculated through the voice due to the vestiges it leaves 

on it (2009, 7), and Maude points out that ‘Beckett wanted to ensure that the body left its traces on 

the tape recording: he made the difference in voice quality manifest by indicating that the voice on 

tape should be “clearly Krapp’s at a much earlier time”’ (2009b, 126). 
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of the oldest Krapp, who is actually before the audience) are cleverly achieved through a 

‘complex temporal layering’ of live and recorded voices (1997, 83, 78). Here again we see 

how certain themes (disembodiment), tools (tape recording technology and audiotapes), and 

techniques (the abovementioned ‘complex temporal layering’) commonly associated with the 

medium of radio synergise with, lend new dimensions to, and are inflected in fascinating 

ways by the semiotics of the theatre play. 

 Even more important for our purposes, and in keeping with the logic of radiogenic 

themes that typifies this dissertation, is the unmissable way in which Krapp’s Last Tape 

problematises ageing.119 Regardless of the angle from which a given commentator 

approaches this play, they cannot help but make reference to that. Thus, while Esslin in The 

Theatre of the Absurd prefers to emphasise the thematisation of the postmodern idea of the 

multiplicity of selves, he also describes Krapp as ‘a very old man’ whose priorities have 

shifted as the years wore on (2014, 53, 62); Guralnick correctly establishes a thematic bridge 

(concerning ‘love and age’) between Krapp’s Last Tape and the radio plays All That Fall, 

Embers, and Words and Music (1996, 89); and Régis Salado, who deliberately pivots away 

from a reading of aged characters and a focus on the idea of ageing – even of the non-

chronometric kind – to propose instead that Beckett presents, respectively, characters who 

are ‘without age’ and ‘a humanity out of order’, has to contend at some length with the thorny 

case of Krapp’s Last Tape, a play whose explicit and significant markers of agedness 

represent a fair though not insurmountable challenge to such an interpretation (2016, 200, 

197-199). 

 
119 So much so that we even find it alluded to in contemporaneous reviews of the play. See, for 

example, Robert Brustein’s 1960 review of Krapp’s Last Tape, ‘Samuel Beckett’s latest, and very 

possibly his best, dramatic poem about the old age of the world’ (1997, 192). 
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 The centrality of the topos of old age in this work is also laid bare by the fact that all 

the motifs commonly found in Krapp’s Last Tape – the passage of time and its effects, the 

similarities and discrepancies between current and former selves, the importance of 

narratives for meaning-making, the shift from activity to contemplation, the pitfalls of 

memory – are in one way of another kindred to it. So, in Krapp’s Last Tape, and to mention 

only a few such interpretations, critics have found evidence of Beckett’s growing interest in 

how ‘Time slows down with age’, which increasingly leads to a feeling of ‘cosmic 

timelessness’ (Regal 130); in ‘the risks of retrospection in old age’ (Fallis 1989, 41), due to 

voracious nature of memory, which is ‘all-devouring and ineluctable’ (Halliday 2013, 165); 

and in the ‘critique of ego psychology’ through the depiction of an erasure of memory and 

the resulting lack of ‘continuity of the self’ (Woodward 1986, 157-158) , which is acerbated 

if not actually caused by Krapp’s dependence on his audiotapes ‘as a mnemonic prosthesis’ 

(Bloom 2016, 132).120  

 What is more, most of the working concepts of this dissertation can be effortlessly 

mobilised and directly applied to an analysis of old age in Krapp’s Last Tape. The rejection 

of the pursuit of worldly desires that Stewart finds in the play, as ‘Krapp renounces the flesh 

in order to live an ascetic existence focused on the channeling of his spirit towards his art’ 

(2009, 175-176), is a fine example of not only commonplace associations with old age but 

also the main thrust of disengagement theory. Since Krapp lovingly lingers on a memory that 

 
120 Memory is more or less universally acknowledged to be a theme that permeates Beckett’s entire 

oeuvre (see, e.g., Gilleard 2016; Fries-Dieckmann 2009, 186; Branigan 2008, 14; White 2009, 61); it 

informs every one of his major radiophonic works, and indeed Krapp’s Last Tape is often regarded 

as the quintessential problematisation of memory in Beckett. In fact, the theme of memory is not only 

crucial to Krapp’s Last Tape in particular and Beckett’s work in general but indeed something that 

unites almost all of the works discussed in this dissertation. If I only treat it somewhat cursorily here, 

I do so deliberately and for the reasons already stated in subchapter 3.2. 
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stands for that world he left behind, it is clear that his present state ‘is characterized by grief 

for missed chances’ (Fries-Dieckmann 2009, 194) – that is to say, he is beset by ‘irremediable 

regret’, another way of thinking about ageing outside of the chronometric paradigm. Krapp’s 

plural selfhood, along with the censorship of his idiosyncratic archive to the detriment of his 

literary feats and in favour of his ‘most personal memories’ (Bloom 2016, 152), chime with 

Gullette’s ideas of ageing as ‘a set of narratives’ and of age identity as a sequential 

‘portmanteau’ of selves (2004, 129, 125-126). 

 Finally, Krapp’s Last Tape also lends itself to readings revolving around denial, 

resistance, resignation, and acceptance – which, as we will see in chapter 6, are key topics in 

discussions about the thematisation of old age in the works that make up this dissertation’s 

corpus. On the strength of his involuntary talent for slapstick comedy and waning eloquence, 

Krapp – in his present, aged state – is often deemed too frivolous or witless (or even, to echo 

an unfortunate attribute that is resorted to much too frequently in this context, senile) to have 

‘the self-awareness that might afford a tragic dimension’ (Ackerley and Gontarski 2004, 

304). On paper, he would seem to be in a perfect position to take Beauvoir’s disconcerting 

advice to deal with old age by not thinking about it too much (1970, 567). But if anything his 

behaviour on stage (namely when he abandons the recording of his habitual tape and instead 

hunts for the description of his ‘farewell to love’) partly restores his dignity, in his attempt 

to belatedly right the wrongs perpetrated by his pedantic younger self (or at least 

acknowledge them as such). The ‘last tape’ alluded to in the title, then, need not be interpreted 

in an ominous way: in looking back and understanding where he went wrong, he is taking 

steps to redeem himself; in exercising what little agency he has left to break his increasingly 

futile tradition (and vanquishing habit, Beckett strongly believed, is a herculean deed in itself) 
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and instead dwell on a defining moment of his life (a belated ‘réveil amoreaux’? Or perhaps 

a ‘memento amare’ of sorts?), he can be said to have taken the reins of his life once again – 

no mean feat for a Beckett creature. 

So he does not go gently into that good night: just as for Beauvoir the idea of serenely 

accepting something like old age is like so much dust thrown in one’s eyes (1970, 566), 

Krapp, having no viable alternative, may have resigned himself to his fate and to the road he 

did take, yet his radio silence (the wordplay could hardly be helped) derives not from 

dumbfoundedness but from a newfound enlightenment; his is a deliberate and defiant gesture, 

an act of resistance that too often flies under the radar of critics. 

This perspective of Krapp’s surprisingly subversive stance might shed new light on 

the remarkable last words of the play, which are uttered by middle-aged Krapp: ‘Perhaps my 

best years are gone. When there was a chance of happiness. But I wouldn’t want them back. 

Not with the fire in me now. No, I wouldn’t want them back’ (CDW, 223). They are met with 

old Krapp by silence, who is likely processing, with the dubious benefit of hindsight, the 

bitter irony of his ever having voiced such a sentiment. 

However, it is not too farfetched to think of such silence as induced by self-

recognition. One may well wonder, as Mangan does, whether those are ‘Krapp’s own last 

word on the subject’ (2013, 139), because those final words could also apply to him now, 

even though the ‘fire’ would be of a very different nature: no longer one stoked by muses 

who in all likelihood would eventually forsake him, but one kindled by his rediscovered 

desires and yearnings, which, however base or fine, are above all more authentic (in the 

general and specialised senses of the word) than any poetic Schöpferdrang (that is, creative 

drive). In any case, and precisely in view of the foregoing, Krapp’s is clearly not a narrative 
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of pitiful decline; his advanced age is certainly a vital element of this play, but to ascribe his 

sorrow to it is to miss the point entirely. Rather, Mangan is surely right when he instead 

considers that ‘[a]mbivalence and ambiguity’ shape ‘Beckett’s understanding of old age’ and 

are therefore ‘at the heart of Krapp’s Last Tape’ (2013, 137). 

Another interesting case study is Rockaby, a stage play that was the result of a hopeful 

commission on occasion of a celebration of his seventy-fifth birthday (Groninger and 

Childress 2007, 262); given the phase in Beckett’s life and especially the circumstances from 

which it arose, it could be argued to be an instance of Beckett’s ‘late style’, if one cares to 

use that sort of concept and terminology. More importantly for our current purposes, 

Guralnick contends that Rockaby, among ‘a number of Beckett’s late stage plays’, ‘patently 

bear[s] closer ties to Beckett’s radio drama than to his work for the theatre’ (1996, 94). For 

Morin, in those plays, ‘as in his work for radio, Beckett’s handling of the acousmatic voice 

remains in keeping with early modernist views on phonography, ascribing to the recorded 

voice the powers to preserve memories for times to come and to resist limitations imposed 

by the body’ (2014, 15). Thus, Rockaby’s exploration of processes of disembodiment attests 

to its thematic kinship with the medium of radio. 

Moreover, the conflict between denial, resistance, resignation, and acceptance that 

rages in old age is again given pride of place. As ever (and by dint of the ‘ambivalence and 

ambiguity’ that characterises the works of this chapter in particular and most of the works of 

this dissertation’s corpus in general), scholars are divided as to what to make of that conflict. 

For Groninger and Childress, ‘Rockaby may be unique in Beckett’s oeuvre, for here he gives 

us an aged character in the very act of concluding (“so in the end”), of relinquishing her cri 

de cœur for survival. This is a play about the act of dying’ (2007, 270). Gilleard, who writes 
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at length on ageing in Rockaby, does not share this view: for him, it is less of a swan song 

than an ‘unfinal soliloquy on ending’ (2016). Old age does feature in the play, Gilleard 

argues, ‘yet it is an old age that exists more as background than as foreground’; that is to say, 

old age here (as elsewhere in Beckett) is handled symbolically, and the curse it bespeaks is 

much more that of life than that of death – Rockaby is another textbook illustration of 

Beckett’s characteristic view of old age as ‘an endlessness of endings’ (2016). 

 But just as Krapp’s Last Tape is hardly conceivable without ‘the visual impact of the 

stark lighting, the glowing eye of the tape recorder, the dingy black/white of Krapp’s costume 

and make-up’ (Frost 2005, 2) – not to mention the fact that Beckett wrote to Patrick Magee, 

the actor whom he had in mind as he composed the play, that ‘Krapp’s face as he listens is 

of course three quarters of [the] battle’ (Letters III, 120) – much in Rockaby depends on the 

ineluctable visual component: ‘The lighting focuses upon the woman in her rocking chair, 

catching her face fully when still or in mid-rock, fading as she moves into and out of the 

spotlight with each rock’ (Gilleard 2016). Furthermore, and crucially, the radiogenic 

thematisation of hearing in both plays is not subordinated to equally radiogenic notions of 

sensorial and epistemological uncertainty, which are so typical of the radio works discussed 

in this dissertation, for example Pinget’s La Manivelle, Beckett’s Embers, Hildesheimer’s 

Monolog, and Stoppard’s Artist Descending a Staircase (as we have seen in chapter 3). 

All of this means that a thorough close reading of either play would be out of place 

in his dissertation, since they do not share the distinctive aesthetic, semiotic, and thematic 

structures of radio art, despite their manifest affinities with it. That being the case, what better 

way to continue than by delving into Beckett’s Words and Music, that apex of radiophonic 
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essence – which, according to Frost at least, could plausibly be argued to ‘be the most 

radiophonic “piece for radio” […] ever written’ (2014, 262). 

 

4.5. Towards abstraction: Words and Music, Cascando, and non-embodiment 

 

4.5.1. Radiogenic to a fault? Reception, influence, and the issue of performance 

If the gist of All That Fall can be adequately captured in a short paragraph and that of Embers 

in a few sentences, Words and Music (broadcast and published in 1962) might actually be 

made to sound trite if subjected to the same kind of succinct synthesis, so a more thorough 

synopsis of it follows. Words and Music opens with Words (or Joe) and Music (or Bob)121 

warming up for their recital; they are shown to be at odds with each other. They are Croak’s 

servants; their master appears and announces that the first theme of the day is love. Words 

quickly rattles off his earlier speech about sloth, simply replacing the one word for the other, 

but is eventually interrupted by a couple of violent thumps of Croak’s club. Bob too gives it 

a go, to Joe’s chagrin – but is not interrupted, only subsides after a while. Croak is eager to 

reconcile his ‘comforts’ (CDW, 287) with each other, but so far to no avail. The next theme 

is age – Words is reluctant to start, and then falters as he improvises a poem on that subject. 

Croak now commands his ‘dogs’ (CDW, 289) to perform together, and this they do, after 

much hesitation and not a few false starts, and with Music clearly at the helm. Eventually, 

they manage to create and give expression to a song on age. The last theme is ‘the face’, and 

 
121 Hereafter I will alternate between two denominative pairs by borrowing Croak’s nomenclature on 

occasion, sometimes for the sake of a smoother syntax, sometimes to avoid repeating the words 

‘Words’ and ‘Music’ too often, especially in sentences where I mention both the characters and the 

name of the work. 
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Joe reels off another piece of pedantic prose on the topic, all the while disregarding Bob 

again. However, when he switches to verse and begins to compose another poem, Words 

again starts to follow Music’s suggestions, and in no time the second song is complete. As 

he hears it, Croak lets his club fall and shuffles away, leaving Words and Music alone in the 

dark again. It ends with Joe imploring Bob for a musical phrase or two, and then letting out 

a ‘[d]eep sigh’ (CDW, 294). 

This is a rather unique radiophonic piece, so it is not surprising that it both ‘received 

a polarized reception’ (Chia 2017, 229) and went on to exert an outsize influence in the 

medium for which it was written – these two facts could be said to bolster the claim of those 

who argue that Beckett, in this as in other instances, was ahead of his time (see, e.g., Perloff 

2004, 128). According to Melissa Chia, ‘further plans to develop this combination of poetry 

and music featuring Beckett’s poems met with strong opposition from the BBC 

management’, partly because ‘it appeared that many listeners and critics alike were not 

enthusiastic about the combination of the two arts’ (2017, 237, 239). Like so many other 

Beckett works, however, the first broadcast of Words and Music would also have a significant 

ripple effect. Chia writes: ‘Just as All That Fall was a springboard for the BBC’s Radiophonic 

Workshop, this play was the catalyst for a program featuring a commingling of poetry and 

music, which would begin in 1968 on the Third: it too would be called “Words and Music”’ 

(2017, 230). So, today critics look on radio as the best medium for words-as-music 

(Guralnick 1996, 98) or play with musical form (Branigan 2008, 95), even though at the time 

the idea of ‘mixing music and poetry’ spooked BBC executives and perplexed radio listeners 

(Chia 2017, 239). 
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 It is perhaps fitting that Beckett’s work should serve as a stimulus for innovation in 

the programming of the Third – after all, it is a textbook example of radiogeneity (Frost 2014, 

262), which is why Perloff sets up a discussion of Words and Music with the subtitle 

‘Towards Hörspiel’, the radiogenic genre par excellence (2004, 119). Not only is Words and 

Music impervious to translation into another medium, ‘it can’t even be satisfactorily written 

down’ (Frost 2014, 262); ‘so totally radiogenic is its very nature that the printed page cannot 

represent it’ (Esslin 2012, 281), even if Beckett had elected to represent Music’s output by 

means of musical notation – which he did not. In fact, the radiogenic nature of Words and 

Music (which is at least in part the result of what is described in chapter 3 as the fruitful 

tension between simplicity and ambiguity) is even mirrored in Morton Feldman’s 1987 

interpretation: Catherine Laws comments on how his ‘very simple’ scalic material is 

juxtaposed with a certain elusiveness, a failure to reach any point of certainty; she is right to 

state that the ‘simplification’ of the soundscape ‘without it achieving too much solidity and 

starting to suggest a point of final resolution’ clearly shows ‘the affinity between his 

[Feldman’s] and Beckett’s artistic worlds’ (Laws 2001, 283, 289). 

 This example actually elicits an intricate question, one that is relevant to all radio 

works but especially to Words and Music: what is the definitive work, ‘the original Beckett 

text or the recorded production’ (Branigan 2008, 230)? Of course, the importance of 

performance and the process of production for an adequate grasp of Beckett’s (or any other 

radio practitioner’s) aural works is something of a commonplace in radio studies (Frost 2014, 

262). And it is frequently noted that ‘the tension between text and performance’ pervasive in 

Beckett’s radio pieces – compounded as it is by his ‘extreme attentiveness to sound and his 

indisputable attraction to musical vocabulary’ (Leeder 2017, 284, 275) – is nowhere as 
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evident as in Words and Music, because it is ‘only partially complete’: ‘An entire character, 

and consequently about half the play, is left for someone else, a composer, to write’ (Frost 

1991, 371). 

That collaborator faces a difficult and thankless task,122 given that there is a 

temptation to consider ‘that the work is really Beckett’s and that the composer, whoever he 

or she may be, is merely an accompanist’ (Perloff 2004, 121). This is a highly disputable 

stance, but its proponents might argue that it is rooted in a clear-eyed, pragmatic view of the 

actual state of affairs: the fact is that ‘Words and Music exists, if not primarily then certainly 

most steadfastly, as words on a page’, and ‘[n]one of the compositions specifically written 

for the part should, in extension, be regarded as providing a definitive interpretation of it, 

since Music remains, in the play, undefined and open-ended’ (Boyce 2014, 64).123 However, 

Boyce is quick to warn ‘against a purely textual interpretation of the play, on the grounds 

that such a reading will either explain the character of Music away in metaphysical terms or 

 
122 In the original BBC production of 1962 – which is the one I draw upon more or less by default, 

that is, for lack of a compelling reason to rely on another one instead – ‘the music satisfied neither 

collaborator and was withdrawn soon after the original BBC and subsequent French Radio 

productions, and the published text of Words and Music now consists only of Samuel Beckett’s part 

of the collaboration’ (Frost 1991, 371). This is unfortunate but, one is tempted to say, more or less 

unavoidable – Branigan rightly defends John Beckett’s score by drawing attention to the sheer 

knottiness of his task: ‘Can a composer in John Beckett’s situation reach a correct interpretation of 

such elementary directions as “sentimental”?’ (2008, 186). In fact, according to some, this was by no 

means an isolated case. In Kalb’s opinion, for instance, ‘neither his cousin [John Beckett] nor 

subsequent composers have been up to the task’ of providing a suitable score for Words and Music 

(1994, 132). Frost expresses a similar thought, albeit much more diplomatically, when he reckons 

that ‘it will take several productions with a variety of musics before we can feel reliably that we have 

begun to get to the bottom of its complex and interesting possibilities’ (1991, 375). Branigan adds to 

the discussion by contending that, ‘despite the level of control which he exerted’, ‘Beckett was rarely 

fully satisfied’ with the radio productions of Words and Music and Cascando (2008, 241). 
123 The relative stability of Beckett’s radio texts bolsters this view: ‘As opposed to Beckett’s drama 

and, to a lesser degree, his television plays, the six scripts he wrote for radio are generally considered 

to be a textually stable category in his body of work’ (Verhulst 2015, 57) – with the notable exception 

of Cascando (see next footnote). 
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conclude that any compositional realization of it has already been decided by the text’ (2014, 

82). 

Instead, it is better to argue, with Branigan, that Beckett’s musical radio texts, due to 

their ‘minimal explicit instruction[s] for the composer or conductor’, ‘do not attain the status 

of a self-contained score-text. Instead, they are more like pre-compositions which are 

successful only when composed or completed by the combination of producer, composer, 

actors, musicians and audience’ (2008, 159, 231).124 Similarly, Boyce’s approach of choice 

is not tied solely to the radio text, or even to the combination of it with any one musical 

production in particular, but instead requires an understanding of this radio piece ‘as 

consisting of Beckett’s text and a series of Music-shaped, musically undefined gaps’ (2014, 

65-66). This way may be messier, more demanding, and even ‘not […] an unproblematic 

position’, but for Boyce it is the only one that does justice to the radio piece (2014, 66). 

 Be that as it may, it is evident that music, elevated to the status of main character, is 

imbued with extraordinary, some even say unprecedented (Worth 1981, 193), significance, 

and for that reason it is deserving of closer inspection before we explore the themes that its 

agonistic relationship with Words call forth. 

 

 
124 Essentially, what Branigan suggests here is to align ‘these radio plays with older traditions of 

performance’ wherein ‘the work is only manifest in performance’ (2008, 230). As we have seen, 

Beckett critics do acknowledge this, but they often seem merely to pay lip service to this idea; for 

Branigan, the excessive ‘deference to the author’s every wish’ in his lifetime, and the subsequent, 

widespread, and long-standing deification of Beckett’s sometimes gnomic instructions and unearthed 

stage notes, is perhaps unfortunate, and anyway ‘the painstaking task of meeting all of the author’s 

specifications is impossible and perhaps undesirable’ (2008, 233). Verhulst lends some strength to 

the notion of the primacy of performance in Beckett’s late radio art when he observes that, given the 

‘puzzling editorial problem’ posed by Cascando, ‘whose American and British first editions were 

distinguished by more than fifty variants’, ‘the best text of Cascando is, ironically, an immaterial one, 

as broadcast by the BBC’ (2015, 67, 57, 69). 
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4.5.2. Words, Music, and their struggle 

One of the most remarkable features of Words and Music, as was mentioned in the previous 

subchapter, is the fact that Music is a character in its own right, as opposed to merely being 

‘acoustic wallpaper’ (Worth 1981, 193). Not only that, it clearly emerges as the catalyst (Chia 

2017, 241) – if not the dominant force outright, according to a comment Beckett himself 

made to Worth (Worth 1981, 210) – in the relationship between words and music. This work 

is already a refined specimen from a phase in Beckett’s oeuvre in which ‘there emerges a 

particular focus on the act of listening’ (Laws 2017, 103). His use of music in his artistic 

output for radio is constant, multifarious, and of increasing significance (Branigan 2008, 14, 

132, 18); even All That Fall stands to benefit from an interpretation guided by musical 

precepts (Branigan 2008, 95-106), as does Embers (Ojrzyńska 2014, 55). 

 When looking at what inspired Beckett’s reflections on music in the first place, one 

name in particular stands out: Arthur Schopenhauer. The impact of the German philosopher’s 

ideas can hardly be overstated (Laws 2013, 27), and it is apparent not only on Beckett’s views 

on music but even on the ‘radiophonic theories of the art of radio’ developed by people so 

important to Beckett as media theory luminary Arnheim and close collaborator McWhinnie 

(Frost 2014, 252-253). One of the key elements of Schopenhauer’s influence on Beckett et 

alia is the postulation that ‘music connects directly with the emotions without the 

intermediation of thought’ – indeed, a common ‘defence of radio-specific drama was that as 

pure sound it too transcended referentiality and so acted directly on the feelings, passions and 

emotions of the listener’ (Frost 2014, 252, 253). Thus, the end of Words and Music – Croak’s 

shuffling away, haltingly, after the second piece is composed – is frequently interpreted as a 

result of the emotional effect (that is to say, affect) of music (e.g. Branigan 2008, 76, 145). 
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 Another premise of Beckett’s thought that is routinely said to influence his artistic 

practice is the notion of music as ‘pure idea’, a claim that seems to be buttressed by the 

aforementioned paucity of instructions detailing what Beckett might have wanted the music 

in Words and Music (and Cascando, for that matter) to sound like. Because the music 

‘remains unspecified’, there is a lingering impression that it is ‘treated as if it will be and 

mean the same in any realisation – as a pure idea, indivisible and unchanging in essence from 

one manifestation to another, or as “pure spirit”’ (Laws 2001, 279). This temptation has led 

commentators to typify Beckett’s radio art as a search for ‘pure music’ (Branigan 2008, 51); 

inspired by Schopenhauer’s precepts, Beckett’s radio art would help him address his growing 

‘suspicion of narrative’ by aspiring ‘to the condition of music’ in an ‘effort to express a pure 

Idea’ (Guralnick 1996, 81, 80, 83).125 

 However, as Laws insightfully observes, these notions are ‘unsatisfactory’, because 

they are quite unsuitable for Words and Music: ‘Schopenhauer’s philosophy of music offers 

a way out of the struggle with meaning – salvation through music – but Words and Music 

reaches no such simple conclusion’ (2001, 280). This chimes with the commonly accepted 

notion that Beckett was well versed in music, and as such understood it as a complex nexus 

of associations and possibilities: for Beckett, ‘music is not simply “Music”, an indivisible 

higher idea, but rather a huge muddle of musics’ (Laws 2001, 280; see also Boyce 2014, 81), 

and so ‘the unspecified nature of Music in Words and Music could be seen as a deliberate 

 
125 As a matter of fact, Schopenhauer contends that music, being ‘a copy of the will itself’, bypasses 

the Platonic Ideas (Schopenhauer 2010, 284-285, original emphasis). It is clear enough, however, 

what Beckett’s critics mean when they speak of music as Idea, and to be fair they are simply following 

Beckett’s lead: when he discussed the matter in Proust, he was labouring under a misconception, 

having confused ‘Schopenhauer’s Will with Plato’s conceptual realm of pure Ideas’ (Frost 2014, 

252).  
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guard against any such simplistic reading’, namely one that is merely calqued on 

Schopenhauer’s thoughts on music (Laws 2001, 280).126 ‘A conceptual analysis’, Boyce 

argues, ‘may suit his early prose, in which music does, indeed, feature as an abstract, 

idealized entity; but it will not suffice for works calling, as very many of his later plays do, 

for the incorporation of real, performed music’ (2014, 82). Indeed, Branigan concedes that 

his analysis of All That Fall in musical terms – made possible by the sparseness of its 

elements – cannot be replicated for Beckett’s later and increasingly Delphic radio works 

(2008, 106). 

 A similar acknowledgement of music’s complex and ambiguous status in Beckett’s 

radio art is productive when discussing the peculiar dynamics between words and music in 

the eponymous work. It is important to go beyond the interpretation of music as an ineffable 

ideal that is in an entirely different league than words, if only because Words and Music is 

structured around a tension, and tension requires opposing forces that are comparable to some 

extent. 

But one thing is to understand the relationship between words and music as defined 

by tension, and another is to presume that it must take the form of a zero-sum clash. However, 

it is precisely in such agonistic terms that Words and Music is most commonly understood: 

Perloff maintains that ‘technically speaking, Words and Music is an opera’, and in the world 

of opera ‘the question as to which takes precedence, the words or the music, has been hotly 

 
126 With a stroke of her pen, Boyce lays bare the limitations of the Schopenhauerian hypothesis for 

an interpretation of Music in this radio work: ‘while Schopenhauer writes that “melodies are … like 

universal concepts”, [Morton] Feldman states that universal music is a cliché, and since it is a 

Feldman, rather than a Schopenhauer, who is invited to fill the play’s Music-shaped, musically 

undefined gaps, it seems abundantly clear that an abstract, prescribed notion of music is not what is 

required’ (2014, 82). 
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debated for centuries’ (2004, 123). Also, Worth describes the situation portrayed in Words 

and Music as a ‘struggle’ and a ‘battle’, at least at the outset (1981, 210, 209), and Guralnick 

prefaces her discussion of the radio work by addressing ‘the gulf between language and 

music’ and ‘the long, elaborate history of jealous relations between music and words’, 

reminding her reader all the while that radio is a particularly happy site for this particular 

contest (1996, xiii, 66-67, 54). 

 Perhaps not surprisingly, considering the foregoing, music is usually deemed the 

superior contestant. For Worth, throughout the radio piece, ‘Music is in the lead’ (1981, 209). 

Frost refers to Schopenhauer to explain how Beckett set out ‘to invert the conventional 

primacy of words over music in radio drama’ in Words and Music and Cascando (2014, 259). 

And Guralnick, noting that ‘the rift between narrative and music’ is already apparent in his 

earlier radio works, asserts that ‘the moral [of Words and Music] is perfectly clear: words 

can come only so close to approximating music and no closer’ (1996, 82, 85, 91). 

 As Laws again accurately points out, however, ‘the fact that the music could not be 

composed by Beckett and therefore changes with the individual composer involved in each 

production has always rendered the word-music opposition, and hence the play as a whole, 

somewhat problematic’ (2001, 279; see also Boyce 2014, 67). The disconnect between the 

two domains is inherent in this work by dint of the separation of responsibilities,127 so is 

perhaps less than felicitous to read Words and Music through the simplistic prism of a head-

 
127 Branigan holds Beckett to task for his overbearing attempts to micromanage his radio productions, 

citing the high level of involvement he dedicated to the French production of Cascando as an 

illustration of this (2008, 184-185). That, however, is misleading, because a hands-off approach as 

far as the music element of the radio productions was concerned seems to have been the rule rather 

than the exception: for instance, John Beckett and Humphrey Searle (who collaborated with Beckett 

before and after Marcel Mihalovici, respectively) worked ‘entirely independently’ (Laws 2001, 280-

281). 
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to-head confrontation, since there is a fundamental underlying distinction between the two 

forces. They are less like two competing athletes going for gold and more like a coach and a 

psychologist forced to collaborate so as to find the right training formula for their athlete. 

 More fruitful, then, might be to bring to the fore Croak’s attempts to reconcile Joe 

and Bob as the distilled essence of Words and Music – the overall emphasis, then, resting on 

cooperation rather than competition: ‘The most significant aspect of these endeavours, 

however, is not the result so much as simply the effort made by the two figures to draw near 

in this way’ (Boyce 2014, 72). After analysing the music composed in different radio 

productions and the different ways in which they have Music interact with Words, Boyce 

goes on to persuasively claim that ultimately what matters is that ‘Music seeks both to 

coordinate his and Words’s efforts and to demonstrate that co-ordination’ (2014, 73). Thus, 

even critics who focus on the ‘discord’ between the two characters – ‘verbal versus 

nonverbal, logical versus illogical, rational versus irrational’ – must come to terms with the 

fact that ultimately they are yoked together precisely so that they might work together 

(Okamuro 2008, 217, 222). Worth sees the outcome of that difficult partnership as something 

of ‘a little opera’ – despite understandably framing its brief success as a result of Words 

finally having ‘caught up with Music’ (1981, 210). 

 Debating the precise nature of the relationship between music and words in this radio 

piece, and the extent to which it can be said to represent a given worldview or an ulterior 

‘meaning’, is as worthwhile as it is potentially endless, and for that reason it must be 

addressed in any analysis of Words and Music. As the last few paragraphs plainly show, 

much has been written on the subject, but seldom does it bear any meaningful relevance to 

the actual explicit themes of the radio work. The close reading section of this chapter will 
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therefore be dedicated to something that is hiding in plain sight – this is fitting, because that 

is exactly what the theme of old age seems so often to excel at. 

 

4.5.3. The tale of the old man: old age in Words and Music 

Words and Music begins with Music (Bob) ‘softly tuning up’ and Words (Joe) doing its verbal 

equivalent, that is, rehearsing the delivery of a speech; on this occasion, he chooses sloth for 

its theme (CDW, 287). The oration is then ‘[r]attled off, low’: ‘Sloth is of all the passions the 

most powerful passion and indeed no passion is more powerful than the passion of sloth, this 

is the mode in which the mind is most affected […]’ (CDW, 287). Joe’s description of sloth 

as ‘the most powerful passion’ can be interpreted in different ways: an earnest belief in its 

literal truth (which would not be shocking, considering Joe’s reluctance to creatively exert 

himself throughout the radio piece); the rehearsal of a speech variant like any other (since he 

could conceivably deliver a similar speech every day, mutatis mutandis); a simple bout of 

flippancy; or a combination of the above. Be that as it may, the effortless (in the original 

broadcast even languid) way in which it flows suggests that the ‘passion’ speech is standard 

fare, a go-to template. 

 Moments later, their old master Croak shuffles his way into earshot,128 and upon 

arrival is greeted by Joe and Bob’s humble aural curtsies. He bids them ‘[b]e friends!’ and 

apologises for his delay, which is seemingly the result of being haunted by memory and 

regret: ‘I am late, forgive. [Pause.] The face. [Pause.] On the stairs. [Pause.] Forgive’ (CDW, 

 
128 In Beckett’s self-translation into French (Paroles et musique, 1966), a detail is added to this 

passage: ‘C’est Croak qui arrive de son pas le meilleur’ (Beckett 1966, 65 – hereafter CAD). This 

peculiar phrase is also used in his translation of Watt (Beckett 1968, 7), where the English original 

reads ‘as fast as his legs could carry him’ (Beckett 1953, 8). This adds not only urgency to Croak’s 

shuffling but also reinforces his aged status. 
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287). ‘Theme tonight… love’, and surely enough, Joe is ready for it: ‘[Orotund.] Love is of 

all the passions the most powerful passion […]’ (CDW, 288). Mutatis mutandis, then – with 

the occasional stumble: ‘sloth is the LOVE is the most urgent’ (CDW, 288). In the beginning, 

Bob’s own contributions are invariably met with Joe’s ‘audible groans and protestations’ 

(CDW, 288). As for Croak, he simply lets out an anguished ‘Oh!’ after each of their 

performances (CDW, 288). 

 Then comes the turning point of the radio piece: the moment when Croak declares 

the second theme: ‘Age’ (CDW, 289). Joe is clearly taken aback: ‘[Faltering.]: Age is … age 

is when … old age I mean … if that is what my Lord means … is when … if you’re a man 

… were a man … huddled … nodding … the ingle … waiting ––’ (CDW, 289).129 This is the 

only time he ‘falters’, which again can mean different things: he might not deem the theme 

lofty enough for his own prowess as an orator; or he might simply not be accustomed to 

churning out speeches on such dismal topics. Afterwards, Bob plays his ‘Age music’, which 

is interrupted by Croak’s demand that they play ‘Together, dogs!’ (CDW, 289). Joe, as usual, 

is loath to cooperate with Bob, but in the end allows Bob to gently guide him by constantly 

giving him prompts, which in the text are termed ‘improvements’ and ‘suggestions’ (CDW, 

290). The verses, whose words are more or less wrenched piecemeal from Joe and set to 

music in real time by Bob, are then pieced together, and the net result of their troubles is a 

lovely little poem: 

 

 
129 Joe, not unlike some Beckett scholars, does not seem to be wholly certain that by ‘Age’ Croak 

means to broach old age (‘old age I mean … if that is what my Lord means’). The French translation, 

Paroles et musique, puts any such doubts to rest: the word used in it is ‘vieillesse’ (CAD, 69) – not 

‘l’âge’. 
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Age is when to a man 

Huddled o’er the ingle 

Shivering for the hag 

To put the pan in the bed 

And bring the toddy 

She comes in the ashes 

Who loved could not be won 

Or won not loved 

Or some other trouble 

Comes in the ashes 

Like in that old light 

The face in the ashes 

That old starlight 

On the earth again. (CDW, 291) 

 

Its affect on Croak is noteworthy: a long pause follows (one of the only two occurrences of 

that kind of pause in Words and Music, according to the radio text),130 and then a powerful, 

unsettling murmur: ‘The face. [Pause.] The face. [Pause.] The face. [Pause.] The face’ 

(CDW, 291). 

 It beggars belief that such an overt thematisation of old age should be overlooked by 

commentators – and yet, often enough, that is the case. The most common course of action, 

 
130 Also, ‘silence’, that famously ubiquitous stage direction in Beckett, is only indicated twice: when 

Croak draws up to Joe and Bob in the beginning; and, significantly, right after the last verse of the 

Age poem is complete. The latter silence is only broken by Croak’s pained groan (CDW, 291). 
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however, is to briefly acknowledge the agedness motif without delving into it. For instance, 

Perloff does mention the ‘Age’ theme – touching upon the fact that Croak ‘is regularly 

referred to as an old man’, and that ‘both Croak and Words are given “old” voices’ in the 

broadcast (2004, 122) – but attributes no specific importance to it (2004, 124), at least not 

beyond its vaudeville role of giving what she terms ‘a parodic edge’ to the Age poem (2004, 

125). McMullan speaks of how Croak’s ‘ageing body’ is evoked through sound effects and 

claims that Age is ‘an unwelcome theme’, but does not elaborate (2010, 78, 79). Zilliacus 

actually goes further than most by noting the traces of the theme of old age in the genesis of 

Words and Music: Croak was, in earlier versions of the manuscript, ‘first called Old man’s 

whisper, then Whisper, then Senile Croak, and finally Croak’ (1976, 100). This informs his 

reading of Words and Music as the ‘mental process’ of ‘a senile mind’, and of Croak as ‘an 

old artist’, but too little is made of old age itself in general and of the ‘faltering and aimless’ 

nature of Joe’s essay on age in particular (Zilliacus 1976, 105, 112, 108). 

Sometimes, such neglect is deliberate and, it must be admitted, not poorly argued for. 

Perloff finds that Kalb, Worth, and other commentators are ‘assuming that the radio play is 

a vehicle for a particular theme’, whereas ‘the fact is that in Words and Music frustrated love 

becomes, in its turn, the occasion for an analysis of the relative power of words and music to 

produce an emotional charge’; ‘It is the telling, not the details of landscape or face, that is 

foregrounded’ (2004, 121, 123, original emphasis). This is how she pivots from the explicit 

themes to the underlying ones discussed in the previous subchapter, and it is an artful move: 

the fact that age is explicitly thematised should give us pause: likely, the ‘real’ theme lies 

elsewhere. This is not disputed here; none of this is meant to set up the argument that, in the 
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case of Words and Music as in that of any other work of this dissertation’s corpus, old age 

ought to be understood as the central theme. 

Instead, what is claimed here is that old age is a vital concept for an adequate 

understanding of these works and therefore its thematic import ought not to be simply 

dismissed offhand, especially when the textual evidence gives it salience. However, that is 

precisely what routinely happens. White, to her credit, does say something about how Joe’s 

‘pauses and hesitations register the impossibility of finding the right verbal formula to capture 

what Age actually is’ (2009, 122). But arguing that he does so the better ‘to portray how it is 

to be old’, however, is debatable, and by reckoning, as Perloff does, that in Beckett ‘often it 

is not what is said that is important but rather how it is said’ (White 2009, 122), White 

effectively finds a way out of addressing the theme in greater detail. A more extreme instance 

of wilful disregard of old age as a theme can be found in Worth, who somewhat incredibly 

treats Croak’s repeated command for Joe and Bob to riff on the theme of age (the first such 

command, by the way, being preceded by a pause) as a mere, inconsequential accident: 

according to her, ‘reluctantly, seemingly without conscious intent, he lets slip the word 

“Age”’ (1981, 209) – whereas in fact Croak barks his order twice, the second time 

imperatively and after two pauses and prodding Joe with his club (CDW, 289). 

 That being said, there are, of course, critics who are not oblivious to the significance 

of the Age poem in particular and of the theme of old age in Words and Music in general. 

Frost considers the Age poem ‘one of the most remarkable poems Samuel Beckett ever 

wrote’ (2014, 261), and notes that Beckett nurtured a great ‘affection for the poem’ and 

‘could recite [it] from memory’ (1991, 372). For her part, Guralnick points out that Croak is 

another instance of the ‘ageing man’, that habitual archetype of the Beckett universe, and that 
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‘love and age’, while also being key themes in the works looked at in previous chapters of 

this dissertation (namely All That Fall, Embers, and Krapp’s Last Tape), are combined, in 

Words and Music, into a single one, in such a way that the core idea of the whole radio piece 

might be plausibly described as ‘the persistence of desire in old age’ (1996, 89, 90). 

That is certainly a crucial sentiment, key to not only the Age song but Words and 

Music as a whole. But there are other ways of defining that forlorn mixture of longing and 

despair. That Beckett sought, in this work as in so many others, to explore agedness in a way 

befitting of its complexity is clear in the way Joe struggles to piece together an intelligible 

speech on ‘Age’. Just as enlightening in this regard, though, is Bob’s retort. While Words 

‘struggles to speak coherently’ on the topic, ‘Music, on the other hand, launches directly into 

“Age music” as he did before with “Love music”’ (Boyce 2014, 69). Drawing on Morton 

Feldman’s thoughts on the difficulty of music to engage with a ‘universal concept – such as 

age’ without resulting in a cliché, Boyce considers that ‘Music’s response to the theme of 

age is likely to be formulaic, and it therefore stands to reason that Croak should seek to 

complicate the concept and thereby enrich its expression, by forcing its interpreters towards 

a more complex, jointly developed understanding of it’ (Boyce 2014, 69) – which is exactly 

what happens. 

Unsurprisingly, the content itself of the Age poem is also revealing of that deeper 

awareness of the kaleidoscopic nature of agedness.131 The most basic analysis of it shows 

how it can be read as an illustration of a non-chronometric way of thinking about old age, 

namely of the idea, already alluded to a number of times here, of ‘irremediable regret’, 

 
131 For a couple of semantic and syntactic insights into ‘the complex manner in which old age is here 

[in the Age poem] evoked’, see Boyce 2014, 70. 
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whereby regret comes to be seen ‘as no longer remediable, not even indirectly, not even 

aspirationally’ (Cowley 2017, 192). This poem is a textbook instance of that notion; ‘the 

face’ that haunts Croak ‘comes in the ashes’, which suggests a complete depletion of 

(re)generative power. In French, the word used is ‘cendres’ (CAD, 72) – a simple literal 

translation. However, as we have seen, these are loaded terms in Beckett’s oeuvre; the 

‘embers’ of Embers, with all their associations – a fire perennially dying but never quite dead, 

a perfect representation of agedness in Beckett’s work – give way to the ‘ashes’ of the Age 

poem (both of which are rendered as ‘cendres’ in French). There is no way back (neither is 

there much of a way forward, for that matter) when something has turned to ash, hence the 

aptness of the concept of irremediable regret, and the concomitant idea that Beckett has ‘a 

special ability to call up’ not only ‘the risks of retrospection in old age’ but also, and most 

importantly, ‘the sense of futility it frequently offers’ (Fallis 1989, 41). The aptitude of this 

working concept for a fuller understanding of the Age poem, then, is clear: that she ‘loved 

could not be won / Or won not loved’ is now not merely regrettable, it is beyond remedy – 

age is when to a man comes that realisation.132 

 Speaking of those two lines, reverberating beneath their surface is the despondent 

echo voiced by one William Butler Yeats; this is a mere strand, as it turns out, of an intricate 

web of references to ‘the quintessential poet who writes of age and unfulfilled desire’ (Perloff 

2004, 124). Beckett was initially ‘ambivalent’ about the leader of the Irish Literary Revival, 

 
132 Note how in this poem Beckett clearly alludes to a harrowing poem on ageing and irremediable 

regret by the French medieval poet François Villon: ‘Beckett parodie “Les Regrets de la Belle 

Heaumière”, rendant ainsi hommage à la lucidité de Villon face au naufrage de la vieillesse’ (Hubert 

2005, 47). The similarities, thematic and morphological, between Beckett’s poem and Villon’s 

(especially the last stanza) are striking: ‘Ainsi le bon temps regrettons / Entre nous, pauvres vieilles 

sottes, / Assises bas, à croupetons, […]’ (Villon quoted in Hubert 2005, 47). 
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but later he ‘was fond of citing Yeats as one who did his best work at the end of his life’; the 

very title of Words and Music (from Yeats’s ‘Words for Music Perhaps’) derives from one 

of many ‘echoes [that] appear with more affection than irony’ (Ackerley and Gontarski 2004, 

657, 658).133 Minako Okamuro writes precisely on the several references to Yeats in Words 

and Music – namely in the allusions to ‘the stairs’ and ‘the tower’, the speech beginning with 

‘Arise then and go now the manifest unanswerable’, and the lines ‘She comes in the ashes / 

Who loved could not be won / Or won not loved’ (2008, 218-219). Okamuro sees in Words 

and Music a thematic link with Yeats’s ‘The Tower’ in that it is ‘a poem about the 

imagination of an old poet and the evocation of the dead’, the first part of which ‘sets up a 

dissonance between the “absurdity” of old age and an “excited, passionate, fantastical 

imagination”’ (2008, 218). In the end, and ‘[d]espite the initial discordance, old age and 

imagination […] come to be reconciled to each other’ (Okamuro 2008, 219). 

This dénouement is set in contrast to the rather more pessimistic ending of Words and 

Music (Okamuro 2008, 224), but to what extent can it be said to be representative of Yeats’s 

attitude towards age and what it portends? A brief digression on his poetry will not only 

answer that question but also warn against equating his concept of old age to that of Beckett’s. 

Old age, it is widely acknowledged, is a key explicit theme in Yeats’s poetry, where it tends 

to be disavowed in a stereotypical way, as when in ‘The Tower’ the lyrical subject decries 

 

[…] this absurdity – 

O heart, O troubled heart – this caricature, 

 
133 Interestingly, the aforementioned notion of old age as irremediable regret is also eminently 

applicable to Beckett’s television work …but the clouds…, and its title too derives from a poem of 

Yeats’s. 
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Decrepit age that has been tied to me 

As to a dog’s tail. (Yeats 2000, 164) 

 

By the time Yeats wrote these lines, he had begun to experience what Raymond and Virginia 

Pruitt term ‘the ravages of illness, age, and their attendant debilitation’ (1988, 45), thus critics 

often resort to a ‘late style’ reading of his work – which is certainly called for in Yeats’s case 

if it ever is, and for that reason commonly pursued – in order to unearth causal links that 

might help explain that recurring repulsion. The fact that ‘Yeats was undeniably growing old 

and ill’ is often even taken to be a foundational principle of his poetry; according to Raymond 

and Virginia Pruitt, his ‘anger over that deterioration has, by consensus, been regarded as a 

primary impetus to the writing of his last years’, and neither is there any doubt in their mind 

that ‘Yeats regarded old age as an enemy’ (1988, 41, 38). This is a stark assessment, but as 

it happens eloquent examples of this negative attitude can be found throughout Yeats’s 

writings, including in some of his most well-known poems, namely ‘Sailing to Byzantium’ 

and ‘The Tower’ – ‘that masterly poem of rage against old age’ (Cohn 2001, 342). 

Notwithstanding, at times, spurred by the waxing and waning of certain moods, Yeats 

can be rather ambivalent about old age, which is why it can certainly also be said that ‘for 

Yeats old age brought wisdom’ (Buttel 1983, 43) – or, as the lyrical subject of ‘Words for 

Music Perhaps’ puts it, ‘Bodily decrepitude is wisdom’ (Yeats 2000, 226). A ‘late style’ 

reading can be illustrative of this as well, and indeed Yeats’s occasional exaltation of the 

sagacity of agedness – manifest in poems like ‘Lapis Azuli’, ‘The Spur’, and ‘An Acre of 

Grass’ – legitimises Robert Buttel’s claim that ‘Yeats would extract from the very 
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desperateness of his condition his final aesthetic triumphs’ (1983, 43).134 For evidence of his 

mercuriality, one need not look further than his thoughts on the idea of wisdom in old age, 

which is variously treated earnestly as a very valid notion (‘Lapis Azuli’), scathingly as a 

stale joke (‘A Prayer for Old Age’), and ironically as a plausible but ultimately disingenuous 

inference (‘Men Improve With the Years’).135 

By and large, however, old age is laden with negative connotations; it is a treacherous 

thing from which one would do best to hide (as the happy squirrels seem to do in ‘The 

Shadowy Waters’) which cannot be offset by the comparatively lacklustre consoling traits it 

brings. As Norman Jeffares writes, Yeats’s ‘regret that his own youth, even if it has been 

replaced by wisdom, is vanishing is the substance of his personal cry – “O Heart we are old”’ 

(a plaint whose permutations echo in several poems of the collection The Wild Swans at 

Coole), and the unsatisfactory, nay depressing nature of the fated exchange is pervasive in 

much of his later poetry (1968, 153, 156, 164). 

This neatly encapsulates the crux of the matter: even at its most complex, old age in 

Yeats is irremediably seen as the reverse side of the age medallion; youth is his sole beacon 

of light, the North of his poetic compass, to which old age is a sometimes despairing, 

sometimes comforting, but usually simply inevitable foil. In Beckett, by contrast, the 

thematisation of youth is virtually absent from any major work written between his seminal 

‘revelation’ in 1946 (Knowlson 1996, 351-353) and his own demise over four decades after 

 
134 Here it might be worthwhile to factor in what was likely one of his most important motivations: 

his fear that ‘a contented easy old age would lead to the forgetfulness of later generations’ (Jeffares 

1968, 458). 
135 ‘Why Should Not Old Men Be Mad?’ is a particularly fine example of the last perspective, that is, 

a more nuanced take on the wisdom of old age, as the lyrical subject essentially claims that the old 

man is wise to be ‘mad’ (Yeats 2000, 293). In context, it is clear that ‘mad’ is meant as a synonym 

for ‘furious’, but of course it is not an innocent word choice: ‘the cynical ambiguity in the word “mad” 

[…] reflects the poet’s deep-rooted anxiety’ (Pruitt and Pruitt 1988, 41-42). 
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it. There is rarely a stark juxtaposition of old age and youth; when there is, youth is simply 

remembered at best, and that vaguely. Nowhere can the ‘deterministic binarism’ that typifies 

ageist discourse (Zimmerman 87, 93) – and, as it happens, Yeats’s – be found in Beckett; 

neither does what Jean Améry termed the ‘alienation’ of old age, whereby it is perceived ‘as 

an inferior, subaltern phase of life’ (Zimmerman 87), find expression in Beckett’s work, 

simply because the thought that there might be a ‘superior’ one would likely elicit a bemused 

chuckle from a writer so seldom given to earnestly waxing lyrical about the salad days to the 

detriment of a current state of putative decline (the keyword being ‘earnestly’). 

Instead, what we do find is a kind of perpetual old age, increasingly unbound by time, 

and not quite untethered from the body but as it were coexisting with it as a phenomenon that 

runs parallel to its workings, that informs them and is informed by them. A kind of old age, 

then, that is understood in this dissertation as the radicalisation of the human condition. This 

development was a long time in the making in Beckett’s oeuvre, and it comes to a head in 

Cascando. 

 

4.5.4. The radicalisation of the human condition in Words and Music and Cascando 

Written in French in 1962, being broadcast and published in the following year, Cascando is 

Beckett’s last major work composed specifically for radio. It too features Music as a 

character, and its verbal counterpart here is Voice; they are controlled (or, perhaps more 

accurately put, made audible) by Opener, whose ‘opening’ and ‘closing’ dictates the timing 

of their appearances. Opener tells of how ‘they say’ that he opens nothing, because 

everything is ‘in his head’, but these accusations are met only with his resigned silence 

(CDW, 300). The listener is first given to hear Voice alone, then Music alone, and finally 
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both of them together. Voice, with its low, panting, and syncopated delivery style, attempts 

to finish a story, having been promised that it will be the last one before ‘sleep’ and ‘rest’ 

(CDW, 297). The story it tells concerns one elusive Woburn (‘Maunu’ in the original French), 

who is repeatedly described in similar terms and chased after through changing landscapes 

by the narrating Voice the better to give its account of him. Voice seems to be inching closer, 

and is spurred on by Opener, as the last words trail off into silence. 

 There are a number of similarities between this radio work and its predecessor (Words 

and Music), many of which have been listed by critics. Like the latter, the former has been 

considered a paradigmatic case of a radiogenic work: for some, it represents the pinnacle of 

medium specificity in Beckett’s work. In Kalb’s opinion, for instance, ‘Cascando contains 

Beckett’s purest distillation of the essence of the radio medium’ (1994, 133). One important 

radiogenic aspect is its meta-referentiality: Voice and Music do not stop when Opener 

‘closes’, but instead go on unheard and are eavesdropped on by Opener when he ‘opens’ 

again – just as in radio (Frost 2014, 260; Worth 1981, 211; Guralnick 1996, 92).136 

 Another key parallel, already alluded to in passing, is the use of music as a character 

in its own right. Natalie Leeder notes that it represents not only ‘a recapitulation of the major 

themes and devices’ in Words and Music and his Esquisses radiophoniques (in English, 

Rough for Radio I and Rough for Radio II) but also ‘the culmination of his manifest interest 

in the incorporation of music into his plays’ (2017, 281, 282). Like Words and Music, 

Cascando lacks any musical notation, but it is even more radical in its abandonment of 

 
136 The knowing wink at the medium is even more striking in the earlier, unfinished draft Esquisse 

radiophonique (Rough for Radio I in English, originally written in French one year before Cascando), 

where the working of two knobs invites comparison with the manipulation of volume and frequency 

in radio. 
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interpretative anchors for readers (and by extension for musicians who might wish to render 

the text into a performance): there is no sign of any instruction or general ‘theme’ – a mere 

dotted line denotes the instances of Music’s activity – so, as far as the radio text itself is 

concerned, Music must remain ‘something of a mystery’ (Worth 1981, 211). 

 Also, the characters Voice and Music in Cascando are graced with a relative 

independence.137 This is the case too of their predecessors Words and Music (or Joe and 

Bob): ‘They do not always obey him [Croak], they are heard before he enters and after he 

leaves, and it is possible in the end to read them as muses, creative forces in their own right 

living their own noumenal lives’ (Kalb 1994, 132). The difference in Cascando lies mainly 

in the dynamics between the performing duo. It has been argued that Voice and Music operate 

independently not only of their coercing agent but also ‘of each other’ (Kalb 1994, 132), yet 

some critics maintain that it is not that simple, there being ‘moments of apparent consonance’ 

(Branigan 2008, 153) or indeed a fundamental symbiosis between the two (Frost 2014, 260). 

Be that as it may, it is apparent that ‘[t]he relation of Voice and Music is not tense, personal, 

and changeable, like that between Words and Music’, so much so that, in Worth’s opinion, 

it might help explain ‘why the BBC felt it unnecessary to have new music composed for their 

 
137 This is not unanimous: Worth, like other commentators, talks about their absolute dependence on 

a third character (Opener in Cascando, Croak in Words and Music), and in the case of Cascando 

contends that Voice and Music ‘seem to have no choice but to obey him’ (1981, 210). That certainly 

seems to be the case in Words and Music – acquiescence makes sense when the alternative is likely 

to be clubbed into submission – but Kalb’s independence hypothesis, quoted right after this footnote, 

shows the limits of this line of argument (see also Brater 1994, 35). So too in Cascando: Voice and 

Music might not be impervious to Opener’s commands and encouragements, but neither do they seem 

to be wholly dependent on them. Voice and Music are indeed interrupted ‘always in mid-phrase’ 

(Worth 1981, 210), but the fact that when Opener again ‘opens’ Voice’s last phrase is never resumed 

(and that what the listener gets is the latter end of a new phrase in another part of the narrative) is 

clear evidence that there is a continuous stream that is occasionally eavesdropped on, so it is not 

farfetched to claim that they have a modicum of autonomy. Here I should perhaps make my meaning 

plain: to say that they are independent is not to say that they have any meaningful agency, which 

indeed they plainly do not. 
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production of the English version, but simply took over the existing music from the Stuttgart 

production of the original French version’ (1981, 211). 

 Finally, the coda of Cascando is cognate with the endings of all other radio works of 

Beckett looked at in this dissertation (and with those of the equally parabolic radio art of 

Hildesheimer, which will be studied in chapter 5) by virtue of its ambiguity. If in Words and 

Music Croak’s sudden departure and Joe’s final sigh have been subjected to a multitude of 

readings (with little common ground between them: each critic venturing an interpretation of 

those moments seems to divine a distinct emotion), Cascando features ‘another of Samuel 

Beckett’s teasers’, one that, contrary to the other radio pieces, comes at the very last moment 

of the broadcast: ‘The play ends not with, but at the verge of a climax’ (Frost 2014, 260, 

original emphasis). 

That is all very well, but it is even more interesting to attend to the differences 

between Cascando and the preceding works written for radio. Two of them are paramount 

for our current purposes: they are related to the problematisation of embodiment and the 

thematisation of old age. Those differences are operated gradually but inexorably in Beckett’s 

radiophonic oeuvre as a whole, which means that they are slight (almost imperceptible in the 

case of embodiment) when Words and Music is the term of comparison but their magnitude 

dramatically increases when Cascando is analysed jointly with All That Fall, for example. 

We have seen how the issue of embodiment began to evolve in Beckett’s radio art, 

from the stauncher corporeality of All That Fall to the more precarious one of Embers. In 

later radio pieces, the ‘striking evolution in Beckett’s portrayal of the body in the radiophonic 

medium’ (Beloborodova and Verhulst 2018, 76) continued unabated: while Embers 

introduced or at least more explicitly thematised the radiogenic notion of disembodiment, in 
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Words and Music the emphasis already lies in unconventional alternatives to notions 

anchored in (or, in the case of disembodiment, derived in opposition to) orthodox 

corporeality. Indeed, in Words and Music an interesting epiphenomenon can be discerned: 

the progressive loss of materiality of flesh-and-blood characters (or at least as close to that 

as fictional creatures of the ether can be) is accompanied by the surprising substance of 

abstract concepts like words, voices, and music. 

In fact, in Words and Music we can still detect significant traces of corporeality. 

Croak (who in the original BBC broadcast indeed ‘croaks’, giving him an aged-sounding 

voice) wields a club and shuffles back and forth in his slippers. Furthermore, both ‘Joe’ and 

‘Bob’ are given not only anthropomorphic names and a spatial dimension – in the first line, 

Joe complains about being ‘cooped up here in the dark’ (CDW, 287) – but also unmistakable 

personality traits – interpretations such as ‘Words is pedantic, whereas Music is 

overemotional’ (Cohn 2001, 268) are not uncommon – all of which attests to the relative 

extent of these characters’ corporeality (or even an embodied mind of sorts). 

These, however, are red herrings. Despite the use of ‘such naturalistic radio sounds 

as the shuffling of Croak’s carpet slippers, the thump of his club on the ground, the rap of the 

baton prompting Music to play, and a series of groans on Croak’s part, throat clearings and 

sighs on Joe’s’, the dramatis personae of Words and Music should not, according to Perloff, 

be understood as akin to ‘the “real” characters’ found in Beckett’s earlier radio works, that 

is, ‘not “individuals” at all but three dimensions of the same “voice”’ (2004, 122). This 

hypothesis of Joe, Bob, and Croak being the main ingredients of an amalgam that constitutes 

‘the quintessential Beckett voice’ (Perloff 2004, 122) has the merit of revealing just how 

unmoored Beckett’s radio art is becoming from the body even before Cascando. 
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The idea of non-embodied characters is strengthened by a disconcerting lack of visual 

anchors, of any flares that might guide the listener’s mind’s eye in the ethereal darkness and 

help them navigate the spatial reality of the radio piece. The single most visually striking and 

abundantly described image in Words and Music is not related to any of the characters (whose 

physical traits, on the unlikely assumption that they exist, are unknown to the listener) or to 

the setting (significantly only described as being ‘dark’) but to a face, ‘the face’ of Lily, 

which is to say a mere fragment of a powerful but fading memory, and embedded in an artistic 

endeavour at that. As in Embers, the most concrete visual and corporeal details do not belong 

to the here and now but to remembrance or fiction – in Beckett they are often hard to tell 

apart. As it happens, some of the few elements of ‘concrete particularity’ in Words and Music 

that establish ‘a tangible sense of presence’ (Boyce 2014, 79) are present in the Age poem – 

that is, in another aesthetic exercise, as opposed to ‘real life’. What is more, even that poem 

‘is riddled with absence’: the ashes evince ‘the lack of heat’, and the face is ‘doubly removed’ 

from the distraught lyrical subject (Boyce 2014, 79). Amid its misleading naturalistic sounds, 

then, Words and Music is permeated by insubstantiality, abstractedness, and distance. 

The increasing levels of abstraction in Beckett’s radio art are heightened to a sense 

of fundamental ontological uncertainty in Cascando (McMullan 2010, 69). The concept of 

‘skullscape’ employed in interiority readings of Beckett’s radiophonic efforts is certainly 

applicable to Cascando (more so than to Embers, in whose secondary literature that term is 

more commonly used), if only because it is explicitly thematised: Opener grumbles that 

‘[t]hey say, It’s in his head. No’ (CDW, 299), yet his feeble, indeed no longer expressed 

denials – ‘I don’t protest any more, I don’t say any more, There is nothing in my head. I don’t 
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answer any more’ (CDW, 300) – are hardly enough to convince the radio piece’s 

commentators of their veracity (see, e.g., Ackerley and Gontarski 2004, 84; Esslin 2014, 55). 

What is more, Cascando, even more so than Words and Music, opens itself to 

readings that depopulate the scene by dispersing the shadows and revealing ignes fatui where 

characters of a more solid nature might have been thought to stand. In the end, Worth writes, 

‘Beckett brings us to the point where we cannot miss the possibility that Opener, Voice, and 

Woburn are one’ (1981, 214). But the question remains whether even allowing for such an 

arrangement would result in one fully-fledged entity. Woburn, the only one to be described 

in any detail, is never heard, and his face is not seen (Worth 1981, 212) – and, of course, he 

is simply a character in a fictional story. As for the rather characterless Voice, its staggering 

amount of repeated utterances – which has been calculated to add up to thirty percent of its 

speech, with some iterations being articulated ‘up to seventeen times’ (Leeder 2017, 281) – 

reaches a zenith in the final passage, which ‘is comprised almost entirely of recycled phrases’ 

(Leeder 2017, 281), and thus, by the end of the radio piece, doubt must be cast on any claim 

to agency it may have, creative or otherwise. Even the sphinx-like, unseen Opener, who in 

this scenario would be the main self or certainly its id, is a far cry from what might generously 

pass for an embodied mind.138 

In Cascando, then, the slow and inexorable corporeal twilight in Beckett’s radio art 

finally reaches its apotheosis. If it were a plant, it could be seen surreptitiously germinating 

 
138 Opener says the following at one point: ‘They don’t see me, they don’t see what my life is, they 

don’t see what I live on’ (CDW, 300). The original French reads ‘On ne me voit pas’ (CAD, 52) – the 

pronoun used is not the third-person plural ils but the impersonal on, or ‘one’. Bearing in mind the 

medium for which the work is written, ‘one does not see me’ gains a new dimension, and ties in well 

with the discussion of non-embodiment: when Opener says that one does not see him, it is not 

unreasonable to suspect that the reason for that is that there might not actually be anything to see. 
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as early as between the lines of All That Fall, sprouting in Embers, and already in bloom in 

Words and Music, its full maturity being reached in Cascando. Indeed, its title’s genesis is 

worth discussing in the context of non-embodiment: ‘The play was originally to be called 

Calando, a musical term meaning diminishing in tone (equivalent to diminuendo or 

decrescendo),’ but Beckett was alerted by ORTF officials to the fact that ‘calendos’ is a slang 

word for a type of cheese in French (Bair 1993, 541). The notion of ‘gradually decreasing in 

speed and volume’ expressed by calando (Lexico, s.v. ‘calando’)139 squares perfectly with 

the general tendency observed in Beckett’s radio art – from the relative hubbub, colour, and 

materiality of All That Fall all the way to an inchoate story’s inconclusive petering out into 

silence in a nondescript void. That is, it has already been mentioned, the way Cascando ends, 

but also the entire essence of the very last radio piece composed by Beckett: Hörendspiel, a 

veritable culmination of Beckett’s efforts to ‘nothingness / in words enclose’. It is found in a 

letter he sent on 8 April 1988, and it is brief enough to be quoted in full: 

 

HÖRENDSPIEL 

S = Silence 

V = Voice 

S audible 

V (faint) No. 

S less audible 

V (do) No. 

 
139 Or ‘dying away’, as a website for musical terminology conveniently has it (MusicTheory, s.v. 

‘calando’). 
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S Still less audible 

V (do) No. 

S inaudible 

V (do) Yes. (Letters IV, 704) 

 

The formidable edition in which this letter is printed provides the reader with important 

contextual information: ‘On the occasion of Hans-Jochen Schale’s retirement as Director of 

Radio Drama at Süddeutscher Rundfunk, SB sent him this tribute: “Hörendspiel”, a 

portmanteau word combining “Hörendspiel” and “Endspiel”, making it ‘Last Radio Play’ 

(Letters IV, 704-705). That pun is fitting for a number of reasons, of course, not least of which 

being the occasion Beckett pays tribute to and his own awareness of this likely being his last 

such work (Letters IV, 705). One might complicate this very accurate translation by adding, 

if only because Beckett so often resisted using the attribute ‘last’ without anything in the way 

of caveat, that the title could also be read as a gerundisation of Hörspiel (the gerund of 

German hören is hörend), and thus, like the title Cascando, intimate not an accomplished 

action (not HörEndspiel, for example, just like the other radio work is not titled Caduta), but 

a process without necessarily an end in sight, despite the ‘silence’ that must at one point stop 

us from hearing V’s account, or the apparent inaudibility of S. 

 Taking this point to its logical conclusion, then, would mean that the definitive title 

of the 1962 radio piece, Cascando, is as amenable to the arch narrative on the issue of 

embodiment laid out by these chapters on Beckett’s radio art as it is to a comparison to the 

process of ageing. Cascando ‘is the present participle of the Italian verb cascare, to fall or 

stumble’ (Wellwarth 1964, 55). Cascare is a very rich verb, one which has more expressive 
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value than cadere – ‘to fall’ – and for that reason constitutes a building block for several 

idioms, compounds, and nouns (Accademia della Crusca 2012). To the standard definition 

easily found in the most basic dictionaries, Deirdre Bair correctly and insightfully adds that 

cascare carries an association ‘with rubble or jumbled ruins’ (1993, 542). 

This notion of crumbling might seem out of place in a work that seems to emphasise 

effacement over destruction, but there is much to say about it. After all, what is life, from the 

bird’s eye perspective of the human lifespan, if not something like the gerund form of 

cadere?140 It might be argued that, while decline remains a core concern in Beckett’s thought 

and writings, it is not actually directly thematised in Cascando, whatever connotations the 

title may admittedly convey. A counterargument to that would be that something need not be 

thoroughly and explicitly thematised to be understood as an important component of a given 

text, not least on the strength of the larger context – namely a plethora of previous Beckett 

works, for radio as well as other media, where that theme is exploited, fittingly, nearly to 

depletion. 

But this is not a sly attempt to justify a reading of old age in a work where old age 

might be thought not to feature. Should there be any doubt that there are still somehow 

significant references to old age in a text as semantically sparse as Cascando, let us put them 

to rest. The first line – ‘It is the month of May… for me’ (CDW, 297) – certainly does not 

concern old age as that concept is commonly understood, but it is still worthy of a quick note. 

 
140 Evidence of Beckett’s belief in this notion is too abundant to cite – entire books have been written 

on the topic (see White 2009). Personally, one of my favourite examples might be the way the idea 

of life’s inbuilt decline – poignantly expressed, for example, by Pozzo in Waiting for Godot: ‘They 

give birth astride of a grave’ (CDW, 83) – informs Beckett’s little thought experiment concerning 

chess, whereby ‘once the pieces are set up on the board, any move from then on will only weaken 

one’s position’ (Bair 1993, 221). 
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Exactly like Hildesheimer’s Monolog, it sets the tone by introducing an entirely personal 

conception of time,141 and this has crucial implications: it throws the basic tenets of 

chronometric time (its impersonality and god-like aseity) out the window and opens the door 

for an understanding of existence based on lived time, which in turn allows for non-

chronometric senses of agedness to come into play. May, Opener later adds, is the month of 

‘the reawakening’ (CDW, 301), and it is comprehensible that critics have focused on this rich 

bit of symbolism, especially since most of them work from the perspective of Cascando as a 

window into an artist’s – or even, bearing in mind his own admission of sorts, Beckett’s 

(quoted in Zilliacus 1976, 118) – creative process. Significantly, though, it is also one of the 

longest months, as are its days, ‘[t]he long days’ (CDW, 302). Also, Opener provides a further 

detail: it is ‘the close of May’ (CDW, 302), that is, the end of Spring, according to the 

meteorological definition. Opener, then, not unlike Monolog’s Martin and his ‘eleventh 

hour’, temporally positions himself at the end of the long month of May, and at the very end 

of the bountiful season of Spring, which is synonymous with life. The implications of this 

are noteworthy but as a rule overlooked. 

Furthermore, the two outer layers of this aural matryoshka, Voice and Woburn, bear 

more conventional traces of agedness. Voice is not really described, but the two only written 

instructions related to Voice, ‘panting’ and ‘weakening’, suggest traits that are commonly 

associated with old age, and indeed used often in that sense by Beckett.142 Woburn is more 

 
141 Even more so in the original French: ‘Moi je suis au mois de mai’ (CAD, 47). Notice the emphatic 

‘Moi’, reinforcing the idea that Opener centres the radio piece’s supposedly extra-human dimension 

of time (and, by extension, of reality, especially since there is no space to speak of) on himself – ‘I 

am in the month of May’ – as opposed to merely ascribing that state of affairs to a solipsistic 

impression – ‘for me it is the month of May’. 
142 This happens in All That Fall, for instance, where both Maddy and Dan pant throughout – 

‘incessantly’, in Dan’s case (CDW, 187), and de facto in Maddy’s as well, since most broadcasts have 

her pant without the radio text explicitly calling for it (see footnote 74). In this context, it bears 
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thoroughly described, but the listener is hardly the wiser for all of Voice’s effort. Woburn’s 

more visually salient attributes are the objects he carries, namely his coat, the ‘same old coat’ 

(a phrase that occurs six times), his ‘same old broadbrim’, and his walking stick, the ‘same 

old stick’ (CDW, 298, 299).143 That last article, hardly associated with the sprightly 

youthfulness, still does not prevent him from falling repeatedly (CDW, 298-302). Little 

wonder, then, that Woburn is sometimes described as ‘an old man’ (Hubert 2015, 46). 

 Perhaps the most telling evidence of the surreptitious but pervasive nature of agedness 

in Cascando – which, in this instance at least, is not as surreptitious as all that – is manifest 

in Opener’s own account of his livelihood: ‘I have lived on it… till I’m old. Old enough’ 

(CDW, 300).144 In fact, the infamous discrepancy between printed editions of Cascando sheds 

interesting light on this issue. ‘I have lived on it… till I’m old. Old enough’ coexisted 

alongside the rather different ‘I have lived on it… pretty long. Long enough’; upon being 

asked by Frost whether he might use the former variant, Beckett reportedly urged him to do 

so, and that is now considered the standard version (Brater 1994, 39). This decision, for our 

purposes, is both of great moment and absolutely fitting. 

 
mentioning how Joe’s ‘[f]altering’ speech when asked to expound on ‘Age’ in Words and Music 

(CDW, 289) is often read as mimetic of the theme itself (see, e.g., White 2009, 122). On a related 

note, the casting choice for Voice in Cascando, the inevitable Magee, deserves mention for being 

both felicitous (his performance is terrific, as usual) and telling, given his characteristically cracked 

voice; when all is said and done, there is good reason to believe his distinctive voice quality (which I 

think can fairly be described as prematurely aged, at least as far as his performances in Beckett’s 

radio works go) was an important reason for Beckett’s predilection for him. Incidentally, Croak too 

is made to sound particularly frail and creaky in the original BBC production. 
143 In the French original, the adjective ‘vieux’ is used in every one of these phrases. 
144 In the original version, it reads: ‘J’en ai vécu... assez vieux. Suffisamment’ (CAD, 53) – literally, 

‘I have lived / experienced / gone through (it)’, followed by the phrase ‘quite old’. This sentence is 

somewhat more syntactically disjointed than the English one, and gives much more the impression 

of a causal link between the two parts (something among the lines of ‘I have lived through so much 

that I have grown old’) than the translation, whose preposition ‘till’ invites a reading of the bridging 

ellipsis as representative of a mere temporal lapse. Also, the additional emphatic sense of the English 

adverb ‘enough’ beyond ‘sufficiently’ – that is, as meaning ‘fairly’ – bears mentioning. 
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The absence of age-centred interpretations of Cascando may be forgiven, since 

agedness, beyond a few direct allusions to it, is mostly embedded rather than overtly 

thematised in the text. In truth, even the neglect of agedness as a theme in Words and Music 

is (to some extent) understandable, due to the inherently slippery nature of that motif: even 

when it is flushed out of hiding, or else merely spotted out in the open, it somehow manages 

to scuttle back into its lair of unknowability. We see how elusive the theme of old age can be 

even at its most pivotal in Words and Music, where it is thematised as explicitly as is 

conceivable. In her discussion of ‘the pursuit of the quintessence of age’ in the Age poem 

(Boyce 2014, 69), Boyce gives an apt account of the phenomenon: ‘Age is hardly expressed 

“through” these images, for they chiefly express themselves, and when a shift is again made 

to a metaphoric meaning, what is shown in the starlight is not age but “the face”. In 

attempting to grasp it, in other words, the poem slips past its ostensible subject matter’ (2014, 

79). To once again quote Small’s pinpoint-accurate observation, ‘representations of old age 

are rarely “just” about old age’ (2007, 182), and, as we have seen, critics such as Perloff 

(2004, 121, 123), White (2009, 122), and others have resorted (not without cause) to similar 

arguments to justify a less than vigorous engagement with that topic. 

However, such reasoning and the resulting silence is also a sobering illustration of 

the standing of the theme of agedness in academic literary circles – given literature’s 

‘prominent and ongoing tradition of engagement with old age’, it is all ‘the more surprising 

that so few critics have read these works for what they have to say about old age’ (Small 

2007, 5). Small’s pithy assessment of this strange situation could be, mutatis mutandis, an 

apt comment on the critical response to the theme of age in Beckett in general and Words 
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and Music in particular: ‘Old age in literature is rarely if ever only about itself – but as far as 

criticism has been concerned, it has oddly rarely been much about itself at all’ (2007, 6). 

The reason why this is so problematic is the extent to which the topos of old age, in 

Cascando as in so many later works of Beckett, has become inextricably woven into the 

fabric of his artistic tapestry, so much so that it is more or less taken for granted; after a 

certain point, the reader familiar with Beckett begins to assume by default that the protagonist 

of a given later work is aged – as Wellwarth affirms in a book that was published in the year 

when Cascando was first broadcast by the BBC, ‘Beckett’s writings have come to be formal 

expressions of the process of aging’ (1964, 54-55) – and his radio art is no different.145 In 

fact, speaking of old age as a ‘theme’ makes more sense when discussing works such as All 

That Fall than the likes of Cascando; by the time Cascando is written, old age is no longer a 

theme; it has gone beyond that and become a given;146 from an outwardly expendable 

expedient in the form of pitiful pantomime, old age becomes a symbol of the common lot 

(Hubert 2005, 45-47). As the close readings of this chapter show, then, there is enough 

evidence to dare expound such bold claims as the idea that old age is an ulterior subject matter 

in Beckett’s radio art, one which contributes to a better appreciation of what it is to be human 

and thus chimes perfectly with Rentsch’s theory of old age as the radicalisation of the human 

condition, as we have seen at the close of chapter 2. 

 

 
145 I subscribe to Wellwarth’s sweeping assertion (as well as to many other similar claims cited in this 

chapter) to the extent that it applies to the more limited domain that is Beckett’s radio art; given the 

narrow scope of my close readings in particular and this dissertation’s corpus in general, I do not 

thereby wish to infer that this reasoning is also relevant to his oeuvre as a whole, although of course 

I have my own suspicions. 
146 Cécile Schenck (2016, 299-300) aptly summarises this idea of being ‘born old’ in Beckettian 

thought in a brief, imagined Q&A with Beckett himself (see the second epigraph). 
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***** 

 

Teasing apart the various ways in which embodiment is foregrounded and problematised in 

Beckett’s radio art is crucial for the purposes of this research project due to the affinity that 

the concept has with that of old age: the greater emphasis on corporeality, the more 

‘grounded’ the radio piece, not only to the stuff of life itself (the organic body) but also to 

time-honoured collective associations with old age. One might have expected that a lesser – 

or at any rate more problematised – emphasis on corporeality would lead to a dwindling of 

importance accorded to agedness. 

But that is not the case: old age, being ‘infinitely adaptable’ (Jochum 2004, 18), 

makes do with minimal but significant traces in Beckett’s increasingly minimalist work 

(Hubert 2005, 47). This means that, even under the strains of the erasure of the body (already 

the crux of radio art in general and Beckett’s radio works in particular, but given pride of 

place in Words and Music and even more so in Cascando), agedness still manages to 

insinuate itself onto the listener’s soundscape by such eloquent expedients as shuffling 

slippers, croaking nostalgics, histrionic frailty of voice, clues alluding to a great and 

antecedent passage of time, and lacunary confabulations about constantly falling anti-heroes 

with tattered coats and time-worn walking sticks. What happens, then, is that a gradual fading 

of physical corporeality (from a stronger sense of corporeality and embodiment via a 

dalliance with disembodiment to a more abstract sort of non-embodiment) goes hand in hand 

with a continuous but shifting representation of agedness: from old age as manifest in and 

defined by more conventional markers of impairment and decline, via a stronger emphasis 
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on lived-time conceptions of agedness, to the idea of old age as a default state that 

parabolically expresses the basic nature of the human condition. 

Does this mean that old age as a concept in Beckett has been hollowed out to the point where 

it is a mere ersatz human condition? Not quite. I certainly agree with the general thrust of 

Marion Fries-Dieckmann’s claim that Beckett’s works ‘do not so much present decidedly 

realistic scenarios of old age as (post)modern allegories on the desolation of human life’ 

(2009, 194),147 but that need not imply that the latter supersedes the former. I do argue that 

agedness is in a way instrumentalised to serve a particular expressive purpose – after all, that 

seems to be the preordained fate of old age (see, e.g., Small 2007, 182; Davis 2006, 10; 

Jochum 2004, 18). But this is not a one-way relationship: it would be just as plausible to 

invert the causal flow and argue that Beckett uses his darkling worldview to shed light on 

what old age is, it being after all a subject that was obviously of great significance to him. In 

the end, though, what matters, and this is one of the main points of this subchapter on 

Beckett’s late radio art, is that for Beckett there is an insoluble link between being human 

and being old, and that the formal and thematic characteristics of radio, with the unique 

possibilities to problematise corporeality they afford, played a critical role in shaping that 

proposition. 

  

 
147 This assertion is made in relation to his stage plays, as the title of the article from which it stems 

makes clear. 
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5. ‘She said, moved and old’: 

agedness and time in Wolfgang Hildesheimer’s radio works 

 

5.1. A likely pair: affinities and differences between Beckett and Hildesheimer 

As one of the twentieth-century greats, it is inevitable that Beckett should be compared to or 

read together with writers of all sorts – obscure and established, contemporary and of yore, 

European and otherwise. Wolfgang Hildesheimer, an admiring like-minded contemporary 

hailing from Germany, is a particularly interesting candidate for such a comparative analysis, 

and even though gestures towards such an enterprise have been made, they have been 

relatively inchoate, and altogether few and far between. When Esslin’s study of the post-war 

zeitgeist as expressed in European drama, The Theatre of the Absurd (wherein Beckett was 

naturally and famously given pride of place), was enlarged in 1968, a half-dozen years after 

its first edition, Hildesheimer too was found to be worthy of mention (1968, 258-260). A 

much more explicit and specific proposal to read them alongside one another has been voiced 

by Patricia Stanley, an expert on Hildesheimer who considers that ‘Beckett’s intimations of 

the relationship between music and life itself and Hildesheimer’s use of a musical vocabulary 

in his existential monologue are topics that deserve comparative analysis’ (1993, 31). There 

is evidence, then, of both thematic and formal affinities. 

However, other, equally strong, and more easily demonstrable connections can and 

should be established. Beckett and contemporaneous writers such as Pinter, Ionesco, and 

Stoppard are routinely mentioned in the same breath due to a perceived shared worldview or 

at least a common recourse to certain literary and dramatic devices. In their case as well as 



 

249 

 

in Hildesheimer’s, though, there is the added element of powerful dynamics of influence at 

work, which are almost invariably understood to be asymmetrical, if not downright unilateral. 

The German’s early, profound, and lasting admiration for Beckett’s work is very well 

documented (Hanenberg 1989, 77). In a 1957 letter to his mother, Hildesheimer compared 

his Pastorale’s putative lack of symbolism to Beckett’s own efforts (Braese 2016, 221). In 

another letter from the same year, he dismisses Ionesco and Audiberti as possible influences 

and instead acknowledges his indebtedness to Beckett (Hildesheimer 1999, 74 – hereafter 

Briefe), and two years later declares a theatre production of Krapp’s Last Tape in Berlin to 

be ‘hinreißend’, or ‘ravishing’ (Briefe, 92). Hildesheimer went on to write ‘several studies’ 

of Beckett’s oeuvre (Letters IV, 138 n. 4), including, as early as in 1963, a laudatory text – 

titled ‘Becketts Spiel’ – which was included in the programme of a German production of 

Beckett’s plays, and in a letter to Barbara Bray of that year the Irish playwright wrote: ‘The 

texts seem to me quite good, especially Hildesheimer’s’ (Letters III, 551 n. 1, 556). In 1967, 

Hildesheimer wrote a glowing review of Beckett’s work for the German news magazine Der 

Spiegel (Hildesheimer 1967b), and a few years after that he translated Beckett’s short prose 

work ‘As the Story Was Told’ (Ackerley and Gontarski 2004, 26) – curiously, considering 

the purposes of this dissertation, this short Beckett text translated by Hildesheimer is centred 

around a man who, although he ‘succumbed in the end to his ill-treatment’, was ‘quite old 

enough at the time to die naturally of old age’ (Beckett 1995, 256). Hildesheimer’s efforts 

led Beckett to thank the German writer ‘for the trouble you have taken over the translation’ 

(Briefe, 188). 

These points of contact are complemented by a host of intriguing similarities between 

the two. They were born ten years apart, so they both went through the upheavals wrought 
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by the rise of fascism across Europe: Beckett, as has been mentioned in passing in the 

previous chapter, left Ireland to take an active part in the Resistance effort in France; 

Hildesheimer, being Jewish, went into exile in 1933, returning to Germany to help with the 

aftermath of the war, serving as an interpreter at the Nuremberg war crimes trials and 

spending ‘countless’ hours listening to tapes (Braese 2016, 176).148 Beyond its clear ripple 

effect in Hildesheimer’s evolving aesthetics and choice of artistic themes (Lea 2000, 466), in 

a recent biography his work as interpreter in Nuremberg is linked to the fine-tuning of his 

sense of hearing (Hörsinn) demonstrated in his early work for radio (Braese 2016, 176-177); 

indeed, Hildesheimer’s embrace of the medium in the 1950s (his first radio work, Das Ende 

kommt nie, aired in 1952 – four years before All That Fall was written) is something else he 

shares with Beckett. The post-war years also saw them both change their language of 

expression: as it happens, Beckett’s literary career only really took off after resorting to a 

foreign language (French), and Hildesheimer’s started upon returning to his native one 

(Briefe, 7). These similarities extend to their staggering polymathic knowledge and abilities 

as well: they share a love for music (nowadays Hildesheimer is perhaps most famous for his 

accomplished and revolutionary 1977 biography of Mozart),149 for visual art (which 

Hildesheimer actually preferred to literature),150 and for trying their hand at different literary 

genres (theatre plays, novels, radio art, translation, essays, and so on). 

 
148 As mentioned in the Introduction, all paraphrases and direct quotations in English derived from 

source texts whose main language is German are my own translations, unless otherwise stated. 
149 It has recently been dubbed both ‘the most radical’ and ‘likely the best biography of Mozart’ (ORF 

2017). 
150 In fact, Hildesheimer’s artistic career both began and ended with graphic art (Lea 2000, 466), and 

in his letters he often states his misgivings about being deemed a writer of literature or, even worse, 

a theorist (Briefe, 97, 241, 268), despite ample evidence to the contrary in the form of a sizable and 

varied body of written works. It is common to find, in his correspondence, claims to the effect that 

writing and literature were no priorities of his, and that he became a writer for circumstantial and at 

times entirely fortuitous reasons: either because of his colour blindness (his wish had been to become 
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 There are also, of course, important differences between the two. For one, 

Hildesheimer was both German and Jewish as he lived through the reign of the Third Reich; 

he even wrote on the subject in a 1978 essay on ‘his Jewishness’ (Hildesheimer 1991d, 159-

169 – hereafter VS), but some of his most faithful critics, such as Volker Jehle and Henry 

Lea, were much keener on relying on its alleged importance for Hildesheimer’s life and work 

than Hildesheimer himself was wont to.151 Also, and as we shall see in subchapter 5.3.2, the 

German writer was much more open to self-adaptation from the airwaves to the stage than 

his laureate counterpart. Furthermore, while both authors were respected during their own 

lifetimes, their impact on the artistic world is lopsided to say the least: while Beckett’s place 

in the sun came somewhat late but certainly with a vengeance, Hildesheimer’s star, for whose 

glow his Mozart biography was mostly responsible, never shone nearly as bright and was 

already on the wane even before his earthly demise. In an obituary for the newspaper Die 

Zeit, Rolf Michaelis considers that by all rights Hildesheimer should have been better known 

than he was (1991). This opinion is seconded by Stanley, who considers that the critics’ 

‘initial misunderstandings about his writing have obscured his goals’ and thus did not help 

his cause (1993, 117).  

 One final difference that bears mentioning here is again a matter of degree than of 

quality: their engagement with the theoretical essay. While Beckett’s was perfunctory and 

 
a painter), his inability to live off of his visual art, his having come across the philosophy of French 

Existentialists – or, more prosaically, because one day his room was simply too cold to paint, so he 

took to write what became his first story (Briefe, 283-284, 172-173, 27, 23). 
151 For instances of such readings, see, e.g., Lea 2000, 465-466, or indeed Lea’s monograph Wolfgang 

Hildesheimers Weg als Jude und Deutscher (1997). Stanley takes great pains to set the record straight, 

noting, against Lea’s persistent claims, that Hildesheimer never thought of himself as having gone 

through ‘exile’, self-imposed or otherwise, and that according to him neither his family nor himself 

had ever experienced anti-Semitism (Stanley 1993, 27-28). This is corroborated by Hildesheimer’s 

repeated and adamant denials of ever having undergone exile, which can be found in his 

correspondence (Briefe, 170, 263). 
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arguably seldom coloured by his personal beliefs, Hildesheimer made no bones of 

expounding on his deeply felt convictions through that medium – all the while dismissing the 

idea that he was a theorist (Briefe, 241, 268) His outspokenness – which, as time drew on 

(and as in Pinter’s case, for example), focused increasingly on social and political matters, to 

the detriment of aesthetic ones – materialised into a rich panoply of reviews, speeches, think 

pieces, apologias, and sundry other essays, and he often used the opportunities that nonfiction 

writing afforded him ‘as a springboard for opinions he wanted to publicize’ (Stanley 1993, 

107).152 Most famously (or infamously, depending on one’s aesthetic sensibilities), it is 

through essay writing that Hildesheimer makes known his unconditional embrace of the 

philosophical notion of the absurd. 

 

5.2. The absurd in Hildesheimer’s works and thought: persistent, controversial, 

irrelevant? 

It is now well established that the extent to which Hildesheimer engaged with the concept of 

the absurd was at his time and still is more or less unprecedented for someone who was more 

celebrated for his work as an artist than as a theorist. This is certainly the case within the 

German literary context: it is routinely observed something to the effect that he is ‘the only 

German-speaking writer’ to have contributed to the conceptualisation of the absurd and its 

 
152 One need only glance at the table of contents of the fairly dense seventh volume of his collected 

works (VS, 831-836) to realise the extent of his engagement with the genre. As for Hildesheimer’s 

political engagement, and though he is perhaps best remembered for his zealous commitment to 

raising awareness of the impending environmental catastrophe later in his life (see the subsection 

‘Stellungnahme’ in VS), it bears mentioning that even early on in his artistic career he sometimes saw 

fit to deny or withdraw permission to publish or otherwise use works of his explicitly for political 

reasons (see, e.g., Briefe, 122) – much like Beckett, as a matter of fact (Ackerley and Gontarski 2004, 

449). 
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place in the arts (Dücker 1976, 1). What is less often seized upon is the fact that his first 

ruminations on the subject – which included a deliberate focus on drama and more than a nod 

to Camus’s happy Sisyphus – predate Esslin’s much better-known treatise, and that many 

years later he would not forsake his allegiance to the absurd as a bout of youthful folly, but 

instead up the ante and regard the artistic depiction of absurdity as truer to reality than most 

literary and dramatic efforts can ever aspire to be. That is, for Hildesheimer writing about the 

absurd is writing about reality itself (Licciardi 2016, 219, 221). 

A discussion of the philosophical concept of the absurd need not detain us here,153 it 

being on the whole a tangential matter of little account to the main purposes of this 

dissertation.154 Suffice it to briefly compare Hildesheimer’s theorisation of the absurd with 

that of Camus, whose provocative and aphoristic Mythe de Sisyphe (first published in 1942) 

forms the bedrock of Hildesheimer’s own thoughts on the subject and without whose analysis 

any historical elucidation of the idea of the absurd is well-nigh unthinkable. Hildesheimer’s 

conception of the absurd clearly has Camus’s as its template (Andersson 1979, 24, 29; Buhl 

2016, 240) – even aesthetically, it could be argued (see Esslin 2014, 5-6)155 – and this is 

 
153 For more on the subject of the concept of absurdity, and for a proposal to conceive of the absurd 

as defined by resistance (which can be epistemological, political, or ambivalent in nature), see 

Querido 2017. 
154 Although it is true that discussions of absurdist drama – in all its possible iterations, that is, 

including studies that use related but alternative nomenclature, such as ‘theatre of degree zero’ 

(Horchani 2014, 9) – can often be surprisingly congenial to analyses of radio art, especially the 

instances that make up this corpus. For example, Branigan devises a collective title – ‘the “Mute 

Radio” authors’ – to denominate writers frequently associated with the absurd (such as Beckett, 

Pinget, and Pinter) ‘who wrote specifically for radio from the late 1940s to the 1960s’ (2008, 18). 

Their common themes, techniques, and status as outsiders of the radio industry are listed among the 

reasons for grouping them together (Branigan 2008, 19, 52, 39). For explicit assertions of a great 

affinity between radio art and the concept of the absurd, see, e.g., Gray 1981, 61; Fink 1981, 203; 

Crisell 1994, 160; Crook 1999, 72; Crisell 2000, 472; Pownall 2012. 
155 In fact, in a 1951 letter to his parents, Hildesheimer describes reading the ‘French (atheist!) 

Existentialist philosophers’ – Camus being one of them – as ‘a revelation’ and credits them with 

having given him the impetus to start writing (Briefe, 27). 
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evident in the way Hildesheimer draws on the Nobel laureate’s formulations to forge his own 

worldview (see, e.g., Hildesheimer 1985, 254; VS, 50). Neither can it come as a surprise, 

therefore, that Hildesheimer’s cosmology shares many crucial points of contact with the one 

Camus expresses in Le Mythe de Sisyphe. For instance, lying deep at the heart of Camus’s 

thorough attempt to define the absurd is the notion of incongruity between expectations and 

reality (Camus 2005, 20, 26, 28-29),156 which is also accorded pride of place in 

Hildesheimer’s worldview (Hildesheimer 1985, 252, 254). That worldview can be summed 

up in a few key tenets: the incongruity between our thirst for meaning and the pregnant 

silence of the universe; the inadequacy of rationality and its methods to bridge that chasm; 

and the merits of an overriding philalethia (love of truth) and the resultant imperative to 

renounce the ignoble comforts of denial and face up to reality, regardless of its unpalatability. 

Despite the obvious similarities between Camus’s ‘absurd man’ and Hildesheimer’s 

even more hapless subject, it bears stating that Hildesheimer does not merely parrot Camus’s 

idea of the absurd: the German artist adds his own twists and idiosyncrasies, and in certain 

respects strikes out on a very different path altogether. What most critics (both proponents of 

the absurd as a valid hermeneutic category and their detractors) seem to agree on is that the 

writers studied by, for example, Esslin in The Theatre of the Absurd and Neil Cornwell in 

The Absurd in Literature (2006) are animated by the fascinating entanglements of rationality 

and its opposite, or what has very aptly been named the ‘critique of extreme rationalism’ 

 
156 Indeed, that is perhaps the one aspect that all attempts to pithily encapsulate the essence of the 

absurd have in common. For example, Thomas Nagel, in his renown essay on ‘The Absurd’, posits 

(somewhat against Camus, incidentally) that ‘the absurdity of our situation derives not from a 

collision between our expectations and the world, but from a collision within ourselves’ – namely 

‘the collision between the seriousness with which we take our lives and the perpetual possibility of 

regarding everything about which we are serious as arbitrary, or open to doubt’ (1971, 722, 718). 
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(Gerould 1984, 21). That modern suspicion of rationality that we find in Hildesheimer as 

well as many other European post-war artists is muted in Camus, who, in contrast to other 

thinkers of his time who strove to fathom the absurd, is comparatively reticent on the subject 

in Le Mythe de Sisyphe (Camus 2005, 35, 38), and in fact staunchly defends the merits and 

capabilities of rationality in his later writings. This actually represents a bone of contention 

between Hildesheimer’s theorisation of the concept of the absurd and Camus’s own, since 

Hildesheimer is fiercely sceptical of Reason and heralds absurdity as an ‘absolute truth’ 

(Blamberger 1986, 35; see also Wimmer 2016, 119-123) that informs the themes of his 

works, though not necessarily their form (Licciardi 2016, 222). 

In addition, Hildesheimer’s aggressively dismal view of key domains of human 

activity, such as art and politics, differs greatly in substance from Camus’s peculiar brand of 

irrepressible optimism, which leads the latter to declare happiness and the absurd 

‘inseparable’ (2005, 118). The mismatch between Camus’s hopeless account of reality in Le 

Mythe de Sisyphe and his defiant and incorrigible hopefulness – a literal non sequitur, all 

things considered – has long bemused critics (Hinchliffe 1969, 36; Sontag 2009, 53). To 

Camus’s buoyant revolt, Hildesheimer counterposes a melancholy, world-weary, distant, and 

resigned attitude (Blamberger 1986, 33, 35) that permeates his writings (Dücker 1976, 112; 

Briefe, 58). If Camus can be imagined rolling up his sleeves and, whistling, helping Sisyphus 

push his accursed boulder, Hildesheimer might be envisaged not far off, watching it all from 

atop the ivory tower in which he finds himself for lack of a viable alternative, sighing 

despondently. Hildesheimer’s irresolutely defeatist attitude is of great interest to the close 

readings of his radio art in this dissertation, and later in this chapter, as well as in chapter 6, 

we shall see how his thematisation of old age is tinged with it. 
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 As for formal concerns, another fundamental aspect of Hildesheimer’s theorisation 

of the absurd that is worth mentioning in the context of this dissertation is his notion of the 

absurd work as parable. In his recent analyses of the absurd in its artistic manifestations, 

Michael Bennett sets out to study them in structural as opposed to thematical terms (2015, 

3), his suggestion being to read the works of writers such as Beckett, Ionesco, and Pinter as 

‘ethical parables’ which ‘revolt against existentialism’ and ‘force the audience to make life 

meaningful (2011, 2). While one may take issue with the use of the charged attribute ‘ethical’, 

the idea of reading these works as parables is very apt,157 and, as it happens, it was put 

forward in the 1950s by none other than Hildesheimer. 

 Hildesheimer’s ‘working hypothesis’ as laid out in ‘On the Theater of the Absurd’ is 

simple: ‘Every absurd play is a parable’ (1985, 252). Yet ‘it is a completely different kind of 

parable’ in that it is ‘a parable of life precisely by virtue of the absence of any message 

whatsoever’: like life itself, the parabolic play consists of ‘a permanent, unanswered 

question’ (Hildesheimer 1985, 252). If life (and, by extension, the absurd) can be summed 

up as ‘the confrontation between man and the alien world, and hence between man and that 

question’, the absurd work of art, in order to qualify as such, ought to be ‘a parable about 

man’s alien status in the universe’ (Hildesheimer 1985, 252, 262). This is another way of 

concurring with that much-vaunted dictum regarding absurd literature: that absurdity touches 

upon a universal reality, namely the human condition (see, e.g., Camus 2005, 14; Esslin 2014, 

 
157 For a helpful summary of literature on the parable, see Bennett’s ‘Addendum #1’ (2011, 109-123). 

I agree with Bennett’s definition of parabolic drama: that it is metaphorical, heterotopic, and 

contradictory, and that its ‘metonymic paradoxes’ are more about asking questions than answering 

them (Bennett 2011, 22-23). Only the notion that it must have ‘an agenda of transformation’ (Bennett 

2011, 22, original emphasis) is more controversial: Esslin, for instance, argues that what he terms the 

Theatre of the Absurd does not necessarily aim to be either socially or morally edifying, in contrast 

to the Brechtian theatre of an ‘epic’ variety (2014, 341). 
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339; Wellwarth 1964, 53; Cornwell 2006, 13). And the parable is doubtless the best form to 

deal with such an issue, one that is at once universal (everyone can relate to the parable, 

because everyone is concerned by the situation depicted in it) and unresolved – indeed 

unsolvable, since neither absurdity itself nor the absurdist parable are in a position to proffer 

an answer of any kind to the conundrum at hand (Hildesheimer 1985, 252, 254). The 

absurdist parable as theorised (and actualised) by Hildesheimer is thus to be interpreted as a 

portrayal of the human being facing their condition. This is of great significance for our 

purposes due to the way Hildesheimer combines the representation of the human condition 

with the overt thematisation of old age, a development also found in Beckett’s work and 

which will be discussed in greater detail in chapter 6. 

Certain facets of Hildesheimer’s theories of the absurd, then, can prove useful for the 

handling of age-related themes such as the idea of resistance and of old age as the 

radicalisation of the human condition, as well as the parabolic, ‘out-of-time’ feel of some of 

Hildesheimer’s (and Beckett’s, for that matter) radio works. Still, it should be reiterated that 

a more thorough account of Hildesheimer’s various pronouncements on the subject of the 

absurd lies outside the remit of this dissertation. Thus, we can safely contain all these debates 

about the absurd in Hildesheimer in this subchapter with a clear conscience, because, unlike 

the formal and thematic aspects that the label of ‘the absurd’ is often pegged to, the gist of 

the debates related to the exact terminology and taxonomy that is deemed acceptable to 

employ in analyses of certain twentieth-century artistic movements or ‘dispositions’ will not 

be essential to the close readings of this chapter. 

Instead, of much greater import would be, say, a discussion of extant critical 

perspectives on the role that the thematisation of agedness in Hildesheimer’s work can play 
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in a better understanding of them. Unfortunately, however, we cannot afford to dedicate a 

whole subchapter to this matter, as in Beckett’s case. This slight paragraph will have to do, 

since I am not aware of any systematic attempts to read Hildesheimer’s oeuvre in the light of 

that theme.158 This is unfortunate, because it is a theme that can shed light on various aspects 

of his work: Linda Hill’s perceptive thoughts on the ‘eschatological process’ that informs the 

trilogy Spiele, in denen es dunkel wird (1976, 65 et passim), and in particular interpretations 

of some of the little mysteries in Die Uhren that Peter Hanenberg finds puzzling (1989, 66), 

could be very fruitfully complemented by paying closer attention to the latent topos of old 

age. 

Just as interesting, though, is the explicatory power that lies behind another vital 

factor: the radiophonic origins of those works. The fact is that Hildesheimer’s radio art is so 

woefully under-researched that many of his early radiophonic efforts are only accounted for 

in their stage versions by authorities on Hildesheimer (see Lea 2000; Jehle 2003b), and that 

one of said efforts – Die Uhren, which unfortunately only survives in manuscript form 

(Hildesheimer 1958a – hereafter DU) – is discussed here for what is in all likelihood the first 

time. 

 

5.3. The German Hörspiel tradition and Hildesheimer’s place in it 

 

 
158 Exceptions to this rule are rare and always parenthetical. A particularly fine instance can be found 

in a recent collection of essays on Hildesheimer: commenting on the German writer’s 1965 prose 

work Tynset, Puknus notes that it features the theme of ageing, ‘as was certainly the case before’, that 

is, similarly to Hildesheimer’s previous works (2016, 146). 
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5.3.1. Sui generis or genus litterarum? Defining the Hörspiel  

Underestimation seems to be a leitmotif of this research project: we are faced with it when 

discussing old age, ever playing the part of poor relation of the theme of death; we come 

across it when examining artistic works written for radio, a medium whose cultural import 

half a century ago is only matched by the critical neglect accorded to it (certainly now – more 

understandably, given the current cultural and technological landscape – but even back then); 

and within radio art criticism we find further instances of underappreciation when studying 

the German Hörspiel in particular. 

Naturally, this is much more readily observable in analyses by Anglophone 

commentators. For instance, while it may seem safe to claim that ‘Beckett’s radio plays break 

with the conventions of the genre by divesting words of their supreme status within drama’ 

(Branigan 2008, 18), eulogising Beckett’s maverick radio aesthetics any more forcefully 

risks overlooking the daring aesthetics of some experimental German Hörspiele – even or 

especially when it was in its infancy – as well as of early radio art in general (Cory 1992, 

333-334); ‘Growing up as he did quite literally with radio’, Beckett was certainly familiar 

with its art, and it is known that he listened to radio while he was in Germany (Boyce 2009, 

53-54). Similarly, to say that the BBC ‘effectively manages and sets the standards of the 

radio theatre of the English language and with it the world’, since there is ‘no real 

competition’ elsewhere (Pownal 2012, emphasis added), does a tremendous disservice to the 

incontestable richness of German radiophonic art. If anything, the German Hörspiel is truer 

to the essence of the medium, since as a rule, and in contrast to the British variety, German 

radio art ‘is entirely sui generis and demands material to match’ (Zilliacus 1976, 11). 
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The leading radio art production industries in Europe have been, and still are, the 

BBC and its decentralised German-speaking counterpart (Huwiler 2005, 91). Their methods 

have not always been the same: in the early days of radio, for instance, montage, that 

‘quintessential feature of the avant-garde work’, was usually carried out live in British 

productions, while German radio producers generally preferred the pre-recorded montage 

(Shingler 2000, 199-203). The technological (and, as a consequence, technical) disparities 

between the two traditions are certainly not negligible, but neither are they so momentous 

that they demand a lengthy reassessment of the succinct account of radio art and its 

ambiguous ontological status that can be found in chapter 3. In fact, even the general outlines 

of a brief narrative on the ‘golden age’ of British radio art can be replicated when discussing 

the German context – right down to the historical circumstances that gave rise to it, as the 

next paragraph shows. 

Just as everywhere else, German-speaking radio art ‘in its earliest years was 

synonymous with experimentation’, since the technology itself, being brand new, fostered 

that attitude (Cory 1992, 333, 334). According to Cory, there were, roughly speaking, ‘at 

least three distinct types of radio art before the war’ in Germany: radio as ‘blind drama’; as 

medium-specific; and as ‘acoustical art’, a ‘radical and short-lived breaking away from 

literary conventions’ that was also a harbinger of things to come (1992, 334). That move 

away from literariness, the resurgence of which will be dealt with shortly, was ‘short-lived’ 

mainly because of the war – which, as is its wont, caused most lofty pursuits to grind to a 

screeching halt. Similarly to the situation in the United Kingdom, however, a ‘golden age’ – 

‘Blütezeit’ (Würffel 1978, 74) – of radio art production in Germany blossomed right after 

the forced hiatus of the war: the unprecedented levels of destruction of infrastructures of 
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cultural institutions and the great, yearning masses of long culturally-deprived citizens, along 

with key advances in radio technology and the cheap cost of radio art production, were all 

crucial factors (Würffel 1978, 74-75). 

As far as the Hörspiel was concerned, the aftermath of the war was also marked by 

an interesting development: the avant-garde impulse that had led to its conception as a 

medium-specific artform shortly before the war remained dormant long after the cessation of 

hostilities; instead, ‘during the 1950s and early 1960s […] the Hörspiel became a literary 

genre’ (Cory 1992, 346, 351). This despite the wealth of insights from German-speaking 

luminaries – by ‘such major figures as Bertolt Brecht, Kurt Weill, and Walter Benjamin’ 

(Frost 1987, 113), a star-studded cast which cannot be complete without Arnheim (1936, 

197) – who in the 1930s (in some cases even before that) predicted and indeed created the 

theoretical foundation for an understanding of the Hörspiel as a truly aural art. Their mantle 

would be taken up by ‘highly influential composers/sound theorists’ such as John Cage, 

Schaeffer, and R. Murray Schafer, whose contributions to the perception of sound as ‘a 

compositional material rather than a support for the spoken word’ is competently outlined by 

Dyson (2009, 54-55, 59, 72). These theorisations of sound run counter to, but provide 

precisely for that reason a welcome and cogent change of pace from, more commonplace 

assumptions of radio as a medium defined by the linguistic code, that is, a medium in which 

‘the primary signification of things is always verbal’ (Crisell 1994, 54, original emphasis). 

These principles would take their time to incubate and would only be fully borne out 

in the 1960s, when the concept of ‘das neue Hörspiel’ (the new Hörspiel) revolutionised radio 

art. In 1961, Friedrich Knilli published a book called Das Hörspiel: Mittel und Möglichkeiten 

eines totalen Schauspiels, and his cry against literary Hörspiele as a spent force, and un-
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radiogenic to boot (Würffel 1978, 147-148), was coupled with a call to a greater emphasis 

on ‘the acoustical dimension’ (Cory 1992, 352). The contemporaneous radio theorist and 

practitioner Klaus Schöning (who actually coined the term ‘neues Hörspiel’) demonstrated 

in his eponymous anthology ‘the very inadequacy of the printed texts’ to convey the essence 

of what ought to be first and foremost an acoustical artform (Cory 1992, 364). The Hörspiel 

shifted from appearing to be a mere offshoot of literary activity to assuming a new identity 

as a performative, sound-centered, avant-garde ‘text/sound composition’ (Frost 1987, 115, 

117). The emancipation of the ‘Hör-Spiel’ (Jandl quoted in Olbert 2005) as an acoustic, 

‘image-free’ event, whose first inklings had emerged decades earlier in the 1930s, was 

complete, and this new perspective would not only resonate with many important radio art 

practitioners of the day, such as Hildesheimer’s friend Günter Eich (Würffel 1978, 147-148), 

but also prove to be more lasting this time around, as evidenced by the fact that it still informs 

the radio art of the twenty-first century (Huwiler 2005, 103). 

Inevitably, this change was met with resistance from the self-appointed guardians of 

established taste, for whom the new Hörspiel surely ‘seemed bent upon a suicidal flight away 

from plot, theme, and character, and poised for surrender to peripheral areas such as 

electronic music and sound poetry’ (Cory 1992, 331-332). To be sure, the theoretical 

paradigm that underlies ‘das neue Hörspiel’ did tend to lead to the relegation of language 

from be-all and end-all to the status of mere ‘acoustic material’, that is to say, it 

fundamentally changed attitudes towards the Hörspiel and what it ought to be like (Huwiler 

2005, 100). Nevertheless, the new Hörspiel was also noticeably influenced by its ‘literary 

predecessors’ of the 1950s, so there was not necessarily a rupture, or a dramatic about-turn 

away from literariness (Huwiler 2005, 100-101). 
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In fact, some commentators have argued that perhaps too little changed, in theory if 

not in practice. In her overview of the evolution of the Hörspiel genre, Elke Huwiler 

repeatedly manifests her disappointment with the fact that radio art has consistently been 

understood as literary in nature (2005, 89-90). Huwiler maintains (not without reason) that 

this persistent belief, more readily found in theory and academic research than in actual 

artistic practice, has nefarious consequences, because the precepts derived from literary 

theory that guide analyses of the Hörspiele cannot but neglect its radiogenic 

(‘hörspielspezifischen’) aspects (2005, 93, 105). 

This charge, of course, is more applicable to some instances than others, namely to 

the many German-speaking radio works in the 1970s, conceived as they were under the 

auspices of Knilli and other acoustically-minded theoreticians; for good or ill, in the 1950s 

the Hörspiel was very often understood as a literary artform – a fact that even Huwiler 

grudgingly acknowledges, although she dismisses that phase as a brief detour along radio 

art’s self-discovery journey towards its ultimate destiny (2005, 90). As we have seen a few 

paragraphs ago, the literariness of the Hörspiele of the 1950s is perhaps made all the more 

mystifying by the fact that it was preceded by comprehensive theorisations of radio art 

devised by such illustrious Germanophone thinkers of the medium as Brecht, Benjamin, and 

Arnheim. Nevertheless, the assumption that the Hörspiel is a genre that is dominated by the 

word took root then and still holds sway now; the literary Hörspiele created during the 

‘golden age’ of the 1950s became the definitive benchmark of the genre despite the fact that 

they are far from representative of the artform as a whole, in theory or in practice, historically 

or otherwise (Huwiler 2005, 94, 96, 98). 
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Interestingly, Huweiler avails herself of a statement made by Hildesheimer to 

illustrate how the widespread (but in her opinion spurious) perception that the Hörspiel is a 

literary genre is often interiorised and perpetuated by radio practitioners themselves. Namely, 

she points out that Hildesheimer considered his 1955 Das Atelierfest (‘The Studio Party’) – 

which she rightly describes as having used genuinely acoustic forms of expression to convey 

the action ‘in a very impressive and original way’ – to be not a Hörspiel at all, but instead 

merely an ‘experiment’ (Huwiler 2005, 98). The fact that what is perhaps Hildesheimer’s 

most radiogenic Hörspiel is written off by its own author as an experiment is a telling 

indication of what Hörspiele were normally (and often still are) expected to be at heart 

(Huwiler 2005, 99) – that is, a literary text that happens to be read aloud. 

This is a fair charge to level against Hildesheimer, and indeed the rare breed of 

academic that undertakes research specifically on the German writer’s radio works finds 

enough evidence of this to be troubled by its ramifications. Problematically, one may 

plausibly argue that giving radio its due as a fully functional, self-sufficient artistic medium, 

and regarding radio art as an artform in its own right, is not evidently necessary to adequately 

interpret Hildesheimer’s radiophonic efforts. 

But neither are the prevailing, if often implicit, notions that Hildesheimer saw his 

radio work as little more than a means of subsistence, or as a mere testing ground for themes 

more fully articulated elsewhere, wholly accurate. Although there might be some truth to 

both of those imputations, Hildesheimer’s attitude towards his Hörspiele in particular and 

radio art in general does not seem to have been primarily coloured by the indifference and 

cynical pragmatism that their unmitigated truth value would entail. 
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Highlighting the importance of Beckett’s radio art in the context of the Irish writer’s 

oeuvre, Frost wrote that it was ‘contemporaneous with the most prolific period of his writing 

for the stage’, and therefore, ‘[n]ot surprisingly, there is a good deal of crossover – of strategy, 

imagery, and thematic concerns – which the radio plays help to clarify’ (1991, 362) – 

subchapter 4.4 being a case in point. Interestingly, this assessment is just as applicable to 

Hildesheimer – if not even more, in fact, considering the latter’s constant adaptations from 

and into radio of essentially the same basic material. A more complex and balanced 

understanding of Hildesheimer’s ambiguous relationship with the medium of radio, then, is 

called for prior to a proper analysis of his radio works. 

 

5.3.2. The history of and thinking behind Hildesheimer’s radio practice 

When Pastorale was first broadcast, in 1958, Hildesheimer wrote an introduction to it, 

feeling that his newfound style, which he would later align with absurdism, might prove hard 

to digest by an audience caught unawares. Explaining his own explanation, he begins by 

acknowledging that it may seem odd to accord a preface to ‘such a simple thing as a Hörspiel’ 

(TS, 814).159 A similarly deprecating remark can be found in a 1954 letter to Luigi Nono, in 

which he writes that ‘a Hörspiel can only be so good’, since ‘it is but a conversation’ (Briefe, 

53).160 

Of course, this quote must be read within its specific context, which somewhat 

mitigates the harshness of these words: he suggests that the Hörspiel’s limitations are a direct 

consequence of the prevailing circumstances, namely the perceived leadership failings that 

 
159 ‘Sie mögen sich vielleicht darüber wundern, daß eine so simple Sache wie ein Hörspiel einer 

Einleitung bedarf’. 
160 ‘Ein Hörspiel kann noch so gut sein: es bleibt doch immer Unterhaltung’. 



 

266 

 

plagued German radio stations (Briefe, 53).161 Still, the case might conceivably be made that 

radio art and its specific theoretical challenges and artistic opportunities did not rank high in 

his priorities. Despite having thought long and hard about his stance on the aesthetics of 

drama and literary fiction, as his essays and lectures show, he did not theorise on radio, at 

least early on – if, of course, we are willing to believe his self-deprecating remarks upon 

receiving a prestigious prize in 1955 for his radio work Prinzessin Turandot (‘Princess 

Turandot’; Braese 2016, 178).162 

Furthermore, and in stark contrast to Beckett – whose medium intransigence, as we 

have seen, is intimately linked with his understanding of radiogeneity and the idea of radio 

art as a unique artform – Hildesheimer displayed a great deal of medium flexibility, often 

pitching the adaptation of radiophonic works into other media himself. For instance, in 1957 

he wrote to Gerhard Szczesny (then in charge of the Bayerischer Rundfunk, or Bavarian 

Broadcasting) offering to transform his theatre play Landschaft mit Figuren (‘Landscape 

with Figures’) into a ‘condensed Hörspiel’ (Hörspielkondensation); and in 1960 he wrote to 

Maria Becker that he would find it ‘easy’ to take his Herrn Walsers Raben, a very successful 

radio work, and make ‘a proper stage version’ out of it (Briefe, 73, 108, emphasis added).163 

 
161 ‘Natürlich könnte man auch größere Dinge in Angriff nehmen, aber dazu müßten die 

Rundfunkstationen anders besetzt sein’. 
162 That particular work is worth mentioning for another reason. Originally written for radio, 

Prinzessin Turandot was adapted to the stage shortly thereafter, and both iterations were reworked: 

altogether there were five versions of the ‘Turandot material’ (Hanenberg 1989, 39). This is further 

evidence of Hildesheimer’s repurposing of his radio art, which will be referred to in the coming 

paragraphs. 
163 Here is the latter pitch: ‘Es würde mir verhältnismäßig leicht fallen, eine richtige Bühnen-fassung 

davon zu machen, die wirksam, ‘zügig’ und interessant wäre’ (Briefe, 108). In the bit that I translated, 

I ignore the original emphasis (on ‘stage’) and place it instead on richtige (‘right’, ‘true’, here perhaps 

best ‘proper’), whose inherent polysemy and ambiguous use here mean that it may or may not imply 

the subordination of radio art to the theatre. 
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That medium flexibility immediately becomes apparent when we consider the origins 

of most works Hildesheimer originally wrote for the airwaves. As Stanley aptly notes, his 

early radio works routinely adapt themes or episodes from other sources: that includes Das 

Ende einer Welt (‘The End of a World’), Das Atelierfest, Die Bartschedel-Idee (‘The 

Bartschedel Idea’), Herrn Walsers Raben, and Nachtstück (‘Nightpiece’) – ‘related to stories 

in Lieblose Legenden’, his 1952 short story collection; Das Ende kommt nie, Begegnung im 

Balkanexpress (‘Encounter in the Balkan Express’), and An den Ufern der Plotinitza (‘On 

the Banks of the Plotinitza’) – ‘inspired by situations that occur in Paradies der falschen 

Vögel’, a novel he published in 1953; Monolog, Es ist alles entdeckt, Maxine (‘Maxine’), and 

Mary auf dem Block – adapted from other works of his (although, in the case of Monolog, 

the radio work preceded the long prose work Tynset); and Prinzessin Turandot and Das Opfer 

Helena (‘The Sacrifice of Helen’), which are loosely based on extraneous stories (Stanley 

1993, 80-81). Only the material of the Spiele plays Pastorale and Die Uhren,164 as well as 

Die Toten haben es gut, Der schiefe Turm von Pisa, Unter der Erde, Hauskauf, 

Biosphärenklänge (‘Biosphere Sounds’), and Endfunk (‘The Last Broadcast’) can be said, 

almost without reservations, to have first appeared in the airwaves (Stanley 1993, 81). 

In this he is as dissimilar from Beckett as he is similar to other young playwrights 

who wrote for radio in a time when that activity was relatively profitable, such as those 

referred to in chapter 3. Pinget, for instance, recalls in his memoir that the origin of his La 

Manivelle can be traced back to when Barbara Bray asked him ‘to rejig something for the 

 
164 ‘Spiele’ is both the abbreviated name of the collection and a word that means ‘plays’, and this is 

why I refer to the trilogy as ‘the Spiele’ (plural), when reference is made to the three works of which 

the collection consists; and as ‘Spiele’ (singular) when reference is made to the collection itself as a 

whole. 
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BBC’, whereupon he ‘transcribed, in dialogue, a scene from my new novel L’Oie’ (Letters 

III, 266 n. 2). As for Stoppard, he rather harshly assesses his Artist Descending a Staircase 

as both ‘a variation on Jumpers’ and ‘a dry run for Travesties’ (Hodgson 2001, 72). 

Yet Hildesheimer’s willingness to adapt from and into radio, seemingly without 

regard for the aesthetic integrity of the works in question, must be put in perspective. After 

all, the more mundane aspects of the life of an artist, including the search for a living income, 

can be just as important as whatever aesthetic principles they may espouse. It is always useful 

to be cognisant of the historical context that saw the emergence of any given writer’s oeuvre, 

but the aftermath of the Second World War and its impact on German radio art has to be one 

of the most paradigmatic illustrations of this. As war-torn Germany limped its way into the 

second half of the 1940s, a number of events and factors, some of which have already been 

alluded to, led to what could be called a radiophonic boom. Culturally-starved Germans 

turned en masse to the radio set and tuned in for everything, from information on the latest 

developments to the distraction provided by entertainment, which was just as eagerly sought-

after, if not more so. Equally vital were the circumstances of the rebuilding effort itself, 

namely the budding Cold War and the influx of human and financial resources that reached 

Germany as a result; the airwaves were one of the many battlegrounds of ‘the growing 

competition between the Western allies and the Soviet Union’, and so ‘the redevelopment 

and restructuring of the German radio system’ was a matter of ‘high priority’ (Frost 1987, 

113). 

This helps explain how, by the 1950s, the writing of Hörspiele had become a crucial 

source of income for many aspiring artists (Lenz 2016, 199). Indeed, the relatively generous 

remuneration that writing for radio could provide lies behind the prolificacy of many 
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members of ‘Gruppe 47’, an informal association of politically-minded German-speaking 

writers (Braese 2016, 174) – in fact, Hans Werner Richter, one of the founders of Gruppe 47 

and a friend of Hildesheimer’s, went as far as to assert that almost all of those writers lived 

off their radio work (Huwiler 2005, 96). For Hildesheimer too radio was, from the outset of 

his literary career, a key source of income: in his biography of Hildesheimer, Stephan Braese 

is quite keen to stress this point (2016, 173, 176). Clearly, the sheer size of Hildesheimer’s 

radio output, and his frequent attempts at enlarging it through adaptations of non-radiophonic 

material in ways that arguably often fail to address the specificity of the medium, cannot be 

dissociated from this significant financial incentive. 

Even so, it would be extremely disingenuous to assume that this was the sole, or even 

main, factor that led Hildesheimer to embrace radio as a medium of expression. Eva-Maria 

Lenz could not be any clearer on this: far from regarding radio writing merely as a way of 

monetising his art, Hildesheimer ‘discovered and treasured’ the unique form of artistic 

expression that is radio art quite early on (2016, 199).165 As already mentioned in subchapter 

5.1, Hildesheimer’s appreciation for the medium was abetted by his keen sense of hearing, 

which was honed for professional reasons as well as through his lifelong love for and in-

depth knowledge of music and had an observable impact on his grasp of radio art (Braese 

2016, 176-177; Lenz 2016, 199). 

In fact, and although he did not publicly theorise on his engagement with radio, 

Hildesheimer seems to have had his own though-out, and far from self-evident, opinions 

about it. While commentators have tended to see the insistence in his radio works on a rather 

 
165 Lenz then proceeds to provide a good overview of the radiogenic ways in which he explored the 

‘possibilities of the radio aesthetic’ through his use of both language and music in his early Hörspiele 

(2016, 199). 
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static form of dialogue as part of his literary flair (Stanley 1993, 81) and thus not necessarily 

radio-specific, Braese instead argues that dialogue dominates Hildesheimer’s early radio 

works due to his reluctance to give credence to more habitual conceptions of radio as an 

inner, apolitical realm, and due to his commitment to intersubjectivity and a political 

understanding of the world as opposed to an ahistorical solipsism (Braese 2016, 176, 180-

181). This determined emphasis on intersubjectivity to the detriment of solipsism (at least in 

his early radio works) goes against the customary associations with the medium already 

discussed in this dissertation, and therefore points to a greater degree of reflection on the 

attributes of the medium than Hildesheimer is perhaps given credit for. 

His preoccupation with the radiogeneity of his radio art is a related and similarly 

underappreciated matter, and it is manifest in not only original radio works but also those 

adapted from his earlier prose. Das Atelierfest (based on a story from Lieblose Legenden) has 

already been mentioned as a particularly felicitous instance of Hildesheimer’s awareness of 

the challenges and opportunities afforded by an exclusively aural medium. Reliant on sound 

effects to a degree that is unusual in Hildesheimer’s radio art, Das Atelierfest is clearly a 

Hörspiel in the true sense of the term: its printed version cannot adequately capture its 

essence, but paradoxically it partly does so by dedicating half of each page to directions 

explaining the acoustic effects that accompany, precede, or follow any given line.166 

 
166 A great number of directions could be quoted here that attest to the radiogeneity of the Hörspiel 

and its 1955 production. These include, to mention only a couple of them, the instructions that the 

listener is to hear the sound effects ‘through the acoustic perspective of one who awakes’ (durch die 

akustische Perspektive eines Erwachenden); and that the speaker’s tone is to be modulated so that it 

begins by being ‘partly a monologue’ and ‘gradually he becomes a narrator’: ‘Hier ist Roberts 

Monolog noch teilweise Selbstgespräch. Erst allmählich wird er zum Erzähler’ (HS, 145). 
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 Other Hildesheimer Hörspiele based on plots and themes from other works of his also 

display an acute awareness of the medium they were conceived for. For instance, Lenz notes 

that Begegnung im Balkanexpress, far from being a mere rehash of the prose original, is 

defined by its self-containment and ‘scenic force’ (Lenz 2016, 203). More patently still, the 

1953 radio opera Das Ende einer Welt, again an adaptation of an existing prose work, is 

particularly radiogenic in pioneering ways: its bold combination of text and music (written 

by Hildesheimer and composed by Hans Werner Henze, respectively) is made all the more 

impressive by the fact that equal weight is accorded to both elements, an innovative approach 

in radio art (Lenz 2016, 213, 215) – especially at a time when the literary Hörspiel was the 

norm, appearing as it did several years before any talk of the ‘new Hörspiel’ and nearly a 

decade before Beckett’s Words and Music. 

Further indications of the awareness of and attention paid to the specificities of the 

medium by Hildesheimer are not particularly hard to find. In his private correspondence, for 

example, Hildesheimer now and again reveals how attuned he is to the role played by the 

listener of radio art. Shortly after having composed his first Hörspiel, Hildesheimer, in a 1953 

letter, makes a point of distinguishing between two radio works of his, one (Prinzessin 

Turandot) where the music, as opposed to the words, is of little importance, and another (Das 

Ende kommt nie) where it is of much greater import, formally and thematically. In that letter, 

he attempts to convince a composer he holds in high esteem to tackle the latter, a challenge 

that Hildesheimer reckons would be worthy of his interlocutor’s talents (Briefe, 47-48). Also, 

in a later (1958) letter to the renowned radio practitioner Eich, he analyses the manuscript of 

Eich’s Philidors Verteidigung (which was broadcast only posthumously) and significantly 



 

272 

 

points out that the factuality of the protagonist’s possible paranoia is not very clear ‘most of 

all to the listener, but also to the reader’ (Briefe, 28, original emphasis).167 

It also bears mentioning that the relationship between his radio art and his literary and 

dramatic works is not at all unidirectional: Braese, for one, considers that Hildesheimer’s 

sense of hearing, having been made keener by his radiophonic aesthetics (‘Hörspiel-

Ästhetik’), exerted a ‘lasting influence’ in his other literary pursuits (2016, 176). In fact, in 

certain respects Hildesheimer’s Hörspiele often seemed to be one step ahead of his other 

writings – and not just as far as ‘the absurd’ is concerned (since the first work that he would 

later classify as absurdist, Pastorale, first appeared as a radio work). His despairing 

conviction, which only grew stronger with time, that reality vanquishes fiction (a view 

notoriously expounded on his lecture ‘The End of Fiction’) made its way to his radio art 

before it filtered down to his more well-known prose works (Jehle 2003a, 85). When all is 

said and done, then, and despite his undisputable attachment to the literary Hörspiel (which 

is, after all, at least quantitatively speaking better represented in his radiophonic repertoire), 

it seems legitimate to ponder, as Lenz does, over certain radiogenic features of 

Hildesheimer’s aural aesthetics and their kinship with staples of what would later become 

‘das neue Hörspiel’ (Lenz 2016, 200). 

 All of this lends strength to Stanley’s categorical (and accurate) statement that ‘[t]he 

first and most prominent subgenre of drama with which Hildesheimer’s name is identified is 

the Hörspiel’ (1993, 79). Not that it needs corroboration, because the facts and numbers speak 

for themselves: he ended up penning more than twenty radio works, and according to Stanley 

 
167 ‘[E]s wird – vor allem dem Hörer, aber auch dem Leser – nicht ganz klar, ob es sich um eine 

Paranoia handelt oder nicht’. 
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‘Hildesheimer’s Hörspiele were the most popular of the German plays broadcast in 

translation to England’ (1993, 79, 82). It is difficult to square this with the fact that the 

German polymath is usually known for more or less anything else (his renowned collages, 

his scandalising Mozart, his coolly-received ‘absurdist’ theatre plays, his acclaimed longer 

prose works) than his radio art. 

However, the truth is that many of his radio works are best, and often only, known as 

stage plays. There are good reasons for this, and not all of them are tied to the ephemerality 

of the medium. As Stanley rightly observes, while Jehle, Hildesheimer’s archivist, was ‘the 

editor of a collected edition of most of the radio plays published in 1988’, he did not include 

radio works such as Das Ende einer Welt, Es ist alles entdeckt, Endfunk, Pastorale, Die 

Uhren, and Nachtstück (1993, 81). These absences are repeated in the Hörspiele volume of 

Hildesheimer’s collected works (Gesammelte Werke), published in 1993 and also edited by 

Jehle. Ten years later, in a seemingly authoritative account of Hildesheimer’s life and work, 

Jehle insists on this oversight by discussing the Spiele trilogy without mentioning that two of 

those works were originally broadcasts – and this happens, strangely enough, in the 

‘Hörspiele’ chapter (Jehle 2003a, 92). 

Indisputably, Jehle’s tireless commitment to the cause of advancing Hildesheimer’s 

reputation is beyond reproach – as a matter of fact, even a couple of years after Hildesheimer 

had passed away, Jehle’s ‘elaborately detailed drama chapter of Werkgeschichte’ was ‘the 

only comprehensive examination of Hildesheimer’s radio plays’ (Stanley 1993, 81). But just 

as the first critics of plays like Pastorale, Die Uhren, and Der schiefe Turm von Pisa were 

not aware that they had originally been written for radio, Hildesheimer’s radio art in general 
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has not been the subject of nearly as much critical attention as his other works, despite their 

‘initial popularity’ and indeed thematic richness (Stanley 1993, 81, 87). 

One of the aims of this research project is precisely to address, indeed redress, this 

situation – that is, the general critical neglect of (and even unfamiliarity with) Hildesheimer’s 

radio art – by properly examining his radio works as self-sufficient artistic pieces, as opposed 

to quaint but ultimately inferior works, regardless of the author’s own thoughts on the matter. 

His Hörspiele are routinely discredited on the basis of an at best warped (and at worst 

disingenuous) reasoning that can only be described as a catch-22 situation: if a given Hörspiel 

appeared after a similar literary or dramatic work, it is deemed little more than a regurgitation 

of the earlier material; if it first appeared as a radio work, then it is commonly looked on as 

a ‘dry run’ before ‘the real thing’, or the artistic equivalent of what in informatics is called a 

‘sandbox’. In the few instances of Hildesheimer’s Hörspiele where this logic of adaptation 

simply does not apply (that is, when their plotlines and themes do not derive from or later 

reincarnate in other works), they are simply not delved into, or at least not as fully as might 

be their due – although of course this is not always the case, as the relatively voluminous 

commentary on his first (Das Ende kommt nie) and his most successful (Herrn Walsers 

Raben) Hörspiele makes clear. 

One can get slightly carried away when tackling perceived injustices, so here it is 

important to acknowledge once again that there is a risk of overstating Hildesheimer’s 

allegiance to the German tradition of the Hörspiel, that is, to the idea of the radio piece as an 

acoustic artform in its own right (let alone to ‘the new Hörspiel’, which is on the face of it 

even more alien to Hildesheimer’s usually dialogue-driven radio works). Occasional 

genuinely radiogenic features notwithstanding, on the whole Hildesheimer’s radio art is 
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resolutely literary in character, which also means that, when analysing it, the radio text is 

more important (and more amenable to a predominantly literary exegesis) than is the case of, 

say, Beckett’s more acoustically-minded efforts.168 

It could be argued that this question mark looming over Hildesheimer’s radio art as 

far as the ‘true’ Hörspiel tradition is concerned is simply another thread of a larger cloth: 

Hildesheimer’s thoroughly cosmopolitan character. Just as the idea of thinking of Beckett 

strictly in terms of ‘Irish literature’ is debatable to say the least, Hildesheimer is also a rather 

complicated case when it comes to labels of that sort. Despite having been born and raised 

in Germany, and despite his extensive and intense engagement with and contacts in the 

German-speaking literary scene in particular and cultural universe in general, ‘German’ 

remains too strong an adjective to describe him (admittedly, it is sometimes used in this 

dissertation, but merely so as to avoid repeating his name too often). After all, he lived abroad 

for nearly two-thirds of his life, and he frequently (and often caustically) gave vent to his 

bewilderment with and resentment of German culture, politics, and society: for Lea, the 

attributes ‘satirist’, ‘pessimist’, and ‘Jewish’ suit Hildesheimer better, while ‘[t]he 

appellation “German” applies only to his birthplace and his language’ (2000, 465). In a 1979 

letter, Hildesheimer confesses that, from the start of his writing career, German was like a 

foreign language to him, and his affinity lay closer to the English language (Briefe, 246). 

Indeed, after summarising the British bent of his background and his lifelong engagement 

with the language of Chaucer and Shakespeare, Stanley claims that Hildesheimer’s writing 

 
168 On a related note, we should be wary of placing too great an emphasis on medium specificity to 

the detriment of artistic quality, that is, we should not assume that excellence must coincide with 

uniqueness: see Noël Carroll’s thoughtful 1985 essay on ‘The Specificity of Media in the Arts’. 
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‘is more cosmopolitan than Germanic in tone and style and is more usefully compared with 

works in English’ (1988, xvi). 

Before moving on to a closer reading of Hildesheimer’s radio works, a few words on 

the way forward are in order. Just as in Beckett’s case, the argument will develop in a 

chronological manner, examining Hildesheimer’s oeuvre not as a monolith from which one 

might pick and choose any given talking points without regard to the context of their origin 

but as an evolving, shifting organism wherein the author’s conception of agedness becomes 

more and more complex. Despite this dissertation’s injunctions not always to think in 

chronometric and linear terms, then, in occasions such as these one could do worse than 

follow the King’s advice from Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland: ‘“Begin at the beginning”, 

the King said, very gravely, “and go on till you come to the end: then stop”’ (Carroll 2001, 

126-127). 

 

5.4. Before age mattered: a tentative reading of old age in Hildesheimer’s early radio 

works 

 

5.4.1. Lateness as agedness in Das Ende kommt nie? 

The subchapter 5.4 will perforce be much shorter and less comprehensive than the two that 

follow it. ‘Perforce’ because Hildesheimer’s early radio works pose a challenge that is unique 

to them in the specific context of this research project. For one thing, being not only among 

his first efforts outside the realm of visual art but also written for the unsung medium of 

radio, Hildesheimer’s Hörspiele of the 1950s have not received nearly as much critical 

attention as most of his later works, or indeed any other works contemplated in the corpus of 
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this dissertation.169 More importantly, however, it would be a considerable stretch to suggest 

that in Hildesheimer’s early radio works old age is thematised in any explicit or deliberate 

way. Still, an adequately prepared ear is sure to detect inklings of what would become the 

ever-recurring, and increasingly explicit, themes of agedness and lateness. And none of 

Hildesheimer’s early Hörspiele justify this kind of reading more than in his debut piece, Das 

Ende kommt nie.170 

 Broadcast in 1952, Das Ende kommt nie follows the trials and tribulations of the 

tenants of a three-storey building who, out of the blue, are notified by the ‘Supreme Building 

Authority’ that they are to be evicted immediately – ‘eine baldmöglichste Evakuierung’ 

(Hildesheimer 1988, 9 – hereafter DHS). Martin Roehrich, the protagonist, lives on the third 

floor; the smooth and sinister Herr Doktor Brun and his servant and lover Albert reside on 

the ground floor; the first floor is occupied by well-to-do Frau von Goliath and Franziska, 

her attendant and Martin’s love interest; and the second floor is home to Frau and Herr 

Vogler, who look after the building and the other tenants. 

Their initial reactions to the threat of eviction are as diverse as their socioeconomic 

status and personal temperaments: some throw their hands up in despair, others indignantly 

beat their chests and are anxious to be seen fighting back, and others yet affect a phlegmatic 

calm while reservedly assessing whatever fall-back options their wealth and influence may 

uncover. For his part, Martin seems to be more bemused than shaken. Meanwhile, 

 
169 One of the few attempts to swim against the overwhelming tide of scholarly neglect can be found 

in Lenz 2016, as demonstrated by the number of references to said essay in the previous subchapter. 
170 The title, the first of many in Hildesheimer’s oeuvre to convey his fascination with the idea of 

finality (in his works for radio alone we also find Das Ende einer Welt and Endfunk), literally means 

‘the end never comes’, and that is precisely how Andrea Silenzi, in her translation and production of 

the radio work in English, renders it (Silenzi 2007). Stanley goes for the more marked variant ‘The 

End Will Never Come’ (1993, 80), but in my opinion this imputes to it an excessively deterministic 

feel, apart from the more obvious (and arguably no more justifiable) dimension of futurity. 
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interpersonal relations quickly deteriorate: as the miasma of anarchy oozes through the cracks 

in the veneer of bourgeois respectability, dark pasts are weaponised (by, and against, both 

Doktor Brun and Frau von Goliath), hitherto sublimated impulses break free (Herr Vogler’s 

unrequited lusting after Franziska), and wicked alliances are forged (the agreement between 

Doktor Brun and Herr Vogler to eliminate Martin, because the protagonist’s proposed course 

of action would be detrimental to Brun). 

By the end, however, nothing has actually happened yet, and almost all of the tenants 

are at their wits’ end from all the waiting – if not at the end of their lives, as in the case of 

Albert, who dies from a freak accident as he desperately attempts to leave the building. Only 

Martin, who defiantly unpacks his belongings and stoically endures the exposure to the 

elements caused by falling rooftiles, manages to find some measure of peace in the possibility 

that nothing might change after all – or, at any rate, in the knowledge that any such change 

will be imperceptible: 

 

I believe that everything will remain as it is, only even more so, do you understand? 

No real change comes suddenly. It comes gradually. We hardly notice it. And it seems 

like everything stays as it is (DHS, 31, original emphasis).171 

 

Das Ende kommt nie is an intriguing work for a number of reasons. Firstly, and as has been 

mentioned, it was Hildesheimer’s first Hörspiel. Secondly, it is one of the few works he wrote 

for radio that was not later adapted for some other medium. Thirdly, its style and key themes 

 
171 ‘Ich glaube, daß alles bleibt, wie es ist, nur wird es noch mehr so, verstehst du? Keine wirkliche 

Veränderung kommt plötzlich. Sie kommt allmählich. Wir merken es kaum. Und es scheint, als ob 

alles so bliebe, wie es ist’. 
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– its symbolism; its literary as opposed to necessarily radiogenic nature; its allusions to the 

end times; its amenability to political readings; its distinct pessimistic strains – are very 

representative of his oeuvre in general. 

Finally, and on a related note, Das Ende kommt nie is remarkably prescient of things 

to come. Jehle comments on some of Hildesheimer’s pet themes that this radio work 

foreshadows, such as those of time, the end, night, sleep, and eternal return (Jehle 2003b, 

235). This is true, and, if anything, the connection between this Hörspiel and Hildesheimer’s 

later works is stronger than the mere allusion to such leitmotifs may suggest. Indeed, in this 

work the seeds of several future developments can already be found germinating: the 

unmistakable pessimism that underlies it will, in the late 1950s, spawn reflections on 

absurdity and find its form in the absurdist parable; the protagonists of his earlier satirical 

works (scathing in their judgment of their peers and their milieux but usually undaunted by 

the prospect of entering into social interactions with them) begin here, but only complete in 

the early 1960s, their transformation into world-weary hermits, their smouldering anger 

giving way to a deep-seated melancholy; and Hildesheimer’s obsession with finality, already 

evident in this first radiophonic effort, will culminate in an all-consuming preoccupation with 

the environment and the literal end of the world from the 1960s until his demise. 

 Is it prescient too in its depiction of what might be interpreted as the aged state of the 

archetypal human being? On the one hand, the conditions are set for a reading along such 

lines. It is a truth universally acknowledged that Das Ende kommt nie is meant to be 

understood metaphorically (Jehle 2003b, 233) – if not, as Hanenberg rightly suggests, 

downright allegorically (1989, 37) – and Hildesheimer himself was ready to acknowledge as 
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much, although he was keen to stress that the symbolism is meant to be implicit (Briefe, 48-

50). 

On the other hand, this proposed conjecture faces stiff competition from the most 

prevalent one. There are no explicit references to Nazism (Lenz 2016, 201), but this has not 

prevented critics from understanding this radio work more or less in the light of that particular 

reading alone.172 Admittedly, such an uncompromising identification of the work with its 

specific context (post-war Germany) is quite defensible, aided as it is by Hildesheimer’s 

reputation for being a keen-eyed and sharp-tongued satirist.173 

Still, and while it is certainly clear that this Hörspiel readily lends itself to socio-

political interpretations – which might bring to focus, for example, how bureaucracy is 

parodied, or guilt thematised (Lenz 2016, 200-201) – other, more general and abstract 

readings are also worth pursuing. After all, when Hildesheimer wrote to his parents about 

Das Ende kommt nie in the beginning of 1952, he placed a great emphasis on waiting, on the 

idea of permanent unrest, and perhaps most of all on vulnerability, and the insidious 

precariousness of the situation depicted: ‘Here everything goes on, but in the next moment 

everything might end’ (Jehle 2003b, 232-233).174 

 
172 The most zealous proponents of this line of inquiry are the usual suspects, Lea (1997, 100-101) 

and Jehle (2003b, 235). Lea actually deems Das Ende kommt nie a work that deals ‘directly’ with the 

fallout of the Third Reich (1997, 101), and Jehle goes as far as to ponder on the apparently far from 

obvious possibility that the Hörspiel’s eponymous ‘end’ might refer to something other than ‘the end 

of the Nazi terror’ (2003b, 235). 
173 One of the lines that best corroborates this perspective is uttered by Martin, when he pins the blame 

for the unfortunate state of affairs squarely on Brun: ‘Yes, it is too late, because the reality is already 

what others have made of it. Fiercely: It is people like you who have already spoiled everything’ (‘Ja, 

es ist zu spät, weil die Wirklichkeit schon das ist, was andere aus ihr gemacht haben. Heftig: Es sind 

Leute wie Sie, die alles schon verdorben haben’. DHS, 23). 
174 ‘Die Unruhe wird zum Permanenzzustand. […] Und auf dieser Note des Wartens endet das Ganze. 

[…] Hier [as opposed to what happens in the well-known dystopias by Huxley and Orwell] geht alles 

weiter, aber im nächsten Moment kann alles aus sein’ (Jehle 2003b, 232). 
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It is tempting (especially when duly primed in that direction) to correlate this 

precariousness with that which is intrinsic in ageing. Indeed, a committed literary 

gerontologist would come across no shortage of thoughts and actions suggestive of or at least 

kindred to notions related to agedness in Das Ende kommt nie, and such a prism would allow 

us to contemplate old age in all its kaleidoscopic glory. The universality of the human 

predicament – every living person, regardless of their status, must needs age – finds a fitting 

parallel in Doktor Brun’s menacing reminder: ‘We are all in one boat, my dear, and we are 

all going where it is headed. All together’ (DHS, 17, original emphasis).175 

The reverse side of the coin, the individuality of the predicament (that is, how each 

person reacts to the prospect of ageing), is given even more airtime. Those reactions might 

even be understood in taxonomic terms, for instance by reading them through Elisabeth 

Kübler-Ross’s famous model, commonly known as the five stages of grief (see Kübler-Ross 

2009). The most widespread emotion in Das Ende kommt nie, panic, is understandably absent 

from the model, but all of its stages are represented in one way or another. Doktor Brun is 

closest to denial: he does his best to act as though everything is normal, and bids 

(unsuccessfully, in the long run) Alfred follow suit. Frau von Goliath conveniently brackets 

the next three: anger, bargaining, and depression. She first meets the eviction notice with 

haughty indignation, but shortly afterwards her pugnacious spirit – ‘One must know to fight, 

otherwise one perishes’ – takes a pragmatic turn, as she pulls strings, calls in favours, and 

even resorts to coercion in her vain attempt to improve her lot (DHS, 10, 13, 10-11, 16). 

When she realises that all was to no avail, however, she wallows in her helplessness, 

 
175 Other expressions of this are recurrent, one in particular – ‘it affects us all’ – being voiced by 

characters as different as Herr Vogler and Martin (DHS, 10, 19). 
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signalling her transition to a more depressive stage, and while she resists falling into the abyss 

as opposed to just staring at it – ‘No, no one moves out before they absolutely must’ – Albert 

is not blessed with the same fortitude and runs out to his death (DHS, 26-27, 28, 29). 

As for Martin’s response, it is initially faltering. At one point, it even includes a 

fleeting instance of the réveil mortel, a realisation that, rather similarly to those found in All 

That Fall, is swatted away as soon as it lands: ‘No one can make a decision. It presupposes 

finality. And nothing is final, only death. Suddenly uneasy: Franziska, let me go now, I am 

uneasy. I have much to do. It is getting late’ (DHS, 14). In the end, though, and as we have 

seen, Martin’s attitude crystalises into a calm if pensive acceptance. Truth be told, however, 

Frau Vogler does Martin one better by skipping all of the intermediate steps and going 

straight to the last phase: whilst Herr Vogler takes the primeval ‘rage against the dying of the 

light’ approach, his wife, to his dismay, immediately throws in the towel and sensibly ‘starts 

packing’, which is to say braces herself for the impending end (DHS, 10, 19).176 

Such an age-centred reading could be expanded to the point of an allegorical account 

of the radio work: if ‘the end’ that ‘affects us all’ were equated with old age, the derelict, 

increasingly collapsing building (complete with falling tiles), so often understood to be little 

more than a symbol, would be akin to the ‘ruinous old house’ in All That Fall, the ‘notice’ 

would be analogous to the epiphany of the réveil mortel, and so on. Some of Martin’s most 

 
176 In fact, her humble sagacity is not given nearly enough credit. That Frau Vogler’s meek acceptance 

of her fate should go unsung is not too surprising, but I wonder how so many scholars, keen as they 

seem to be on socio-political interpretations of the radio work, have not seized on a plain but 

perspicacious insight of hers that could be argued to touch on class issues: she complains that the sad 

fate that is befalling the characters ‘always affects us’, and to Martin’s bland ‘It affects us all’ she 

pointedly adds that it may be so, but ‘it affects us most of all’ (DHS, 19, original emphasis). The 

context is crucial: she is referring to her and her husband’s situation, not to that of all tenants. Hers 

would be just as intriguing a comment for the purposes of an analysis of the malaise of the radio work 

as old age, since the ageing process as it impacts on the downtrodden is certainly a whole reality unto 

itself. 
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dramatic quotes would lose none of their strength or significance, such as his darkly remarks 

that ‘ministers are of no use here’, that he is unsure of whether there are people who 

successfully cope with this state of affairs, and that ‘[i]t does not come at once. It comes 

slowly’ (DHS, 12, 13, 26). This last insight is key to the Hörspiel (it is echoed in the final 

lines of the play, which have already been quoted: ‘No real change comes suddenly. It comes 

gradually. We hardly notice it. And it seems like everything stays as it is’), and it might very 

easily be construed as a comment on the ageing process, as might Martin’s rueful conclusion 

that there is as little point to panic or despair as there is to hope for an improvement 

(Hanenberg 1989, 38). 

None of this is to say that Das Ende kommt nie is overtly about old age. That would 

be to clutch at straws: there are next to no textual references to old age, and neither does the 

original radio production lend any strength to such a claim, should anyone care to state it. 

Furthermore, and perhaps most importantly, most (but not all) of the foregoing might just as 

readily be instrumentalised to undergird an interpretation that focuses on ‘the end’ as the 

ultimate end; given its evident symbolism and Hildesheimer’s pessimism, if this Hörspiel 

were more widely commented upon it seems probable that it would attract a number of 

thanatological readings, as is the case with Pinter’s A Slight Ache and Beckett’s All That Fall, 

for example. 

However, when examined in the context of Hildesheimer’s radio work (specifically 

his later pieces, which have already been alluded to earlier), Das Ende kommt nie can most 

legitimately be seen as a first gesture towards a deliberate construal of reality in terms of 

lateness, of an abstract, metaphorical agedness of the world itself. The overarching image is 

that of twilight (of social and political structures in Hildesheimer’s earlier satirical works, 
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and of life itself – human or otherwise – in his later, more apocalyptical writings), and in that 

sense old age, even if not explicitly thematised, can be a very useful touchstone to understand 

the essence of many of his works. Hildesheimer might not have fully fleshed out that trope 

as early on in his writing career as in Das Ende kommt nie, but the fact that he did not need 

not disprove its validity as a hermeneutical tool – and the fact that he later would seize on it 

– retroactively lends further credence to these hypotheses. 

 

5.4.2. Intimations of old age in other early Hörspiele 

Yet that fitting (considering his thematic universe) and meaningful deployment of the trope 

of old age would only come somewhat later. Hildesheimer’s Das Ende kommt nie, with its 

portentous preoccupation with lateness, is the hidden, solitary brooklet whose stream leads 

to the watershed event (yet deep down more in aesthetic than thematic terms) that was the 

writing of his Spiele, in denen es dunkel wird. Between the two, the topics raised on 

Hildesheimer’s Hörspiele, like the earlier fictional writings where they usually first saw the 

light of day, tended to be more concrete and imbued with a very strong socio-political 

component. Thus, in the next two radio works (which aired within two years of the first 

broadcast of Das Ende kommt nie), we find caustic criticism of the art industry, which is 

shown as infested with parasitical philistines (Begegnung im Balkanexpress), and of military 

types and recklessly sensationalist journalism (An den Ufern der Plotinitza). Even the two 

Hörspiele that came afterwards, Prinzessin Turandot (1954) and Das Opfer Helena (1955), 

in spite of the fact that they are set in Ancient China and Ancient Greece, respectively, can 

be and have been considered Hildesheimer’s contributions to the distinctly post-war cultural 

discussion centred around Vergangenheitsbewältigung in Germany (Stanley 1993, 83), that 
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is, the arduous process of coming to terms with the past in general and the National Socialist 

era in particular. 

Still, not even in those works are there any direct allusions to the Third Reich; instead, 

a ‘timeless’ idea of war predominates (Lenz 2016, 207). In fact, even in these intervening 

Hörspiele one can already discern a certain fascination with time and timelessness, time-

keeping and time elapse – all of which, naturally, are of great interest for the purposes of this 

dissertation. Sometimes it surfaces through conventional narrative devices, such as the 

flashback that frames the plot of An den Ufern der Plotinitza.177 More often than not, though, 

acoustic elements inherent in radio production and performance are called forth to bring age 

and time into relief. In the radiogenic Das Atelierfest, for instance, the listener is presented 

with sound effects signalling the stroke of midnight, and later of one o’clock, by both a 

longcase clock and, immediately afterwards, a cuckoo clock (Hildesheimer 1991b, 145, 169 

– hereafter HS). Also, the first time Hermione speaks in Das Opfer Helena, the radio text 

indicates that she is to sound ‘young’, and two characters in Prinzessin Turandot ‘old’ (DHS, 

133, 68, 98). One of them is Liang, whose utterance in the very end of the Hörspiel is 

curiously meant to sound ‘moved and old’, and the last line belongs to her, as she, like All 

That Fall’s Dan, estimates without any certainty that her age might exceed a century (DHS, 

98). 

 
177 The narrator’s opening gambit includes a brief exploration of his pseudo-aged status: ‘Ich bin zwar 

noch nicht alt – heutzutage altern die Lebensfrohen unter uns langsam –, aber dennoch alt genug, um 

Ihnen von einer Begebenheit zu erzählen, die beinahe dreißig Jahre zurückliegt, ohne dabei Gefahr 

zu laufen, daß Sie sich ihrer noch entsinnen’ (DHS, 101). It is interesting to contrast all this hedging 

to the categorical first sentence of the later radio work Monolog: ‘Jetzt – jetzt werde ich alt’ (DHS, 

287). 
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Significantly, however, old age and its associations, be they foregrounded or 

incidental, depicted positively or otherwise, are as a rule enchained to stereotypes. The 1957 

radio piece Die Bartschedel-Idee includes a little dig at the talk of old folk (commonly 

regarded as reactionary and cliché-ridden): the prankster protagonist Adrian indulges in a 

tongue-in-cheek rant against ‘today’s generation’ and their fast-living obsession with 

‘pleasure’, what with all their motorcycles and ‘refrigerators’; he does so for the benefit of 

and in tandem with a conservative notable, who is, of course, an earnest partaker in the 

conversation (DHS, 172). In an instance of similarly parodic banter between old friends in 

Das Atelierfest, the adjective ‘old’ appears no less than six times in three short lines (HS, 

158). There are several references to the protagonists of Prinzessin Turandot, round 

characters both of them, ‘no longer being young’, but the two characters who are 

unmistakably aged fit the sage senex archetype like a glove, on the strength of their affability 

and wisdom (DHS, 72, 77, 89, 93, 98). Das Opfer Helena takes a very different tack (although 

informed by a similarly reductive perspective), as the ageist vein of the eponymous 

protagonist is constantly on display: Helena is disappointed that youths should aspire to 

nothing better than old age; deems what is often termed ‘old old age’ a time of life when 

‘feelings go to sleep’; finds philanthropy (in its literal sense) to be ‘a privilege of youth’; and, 

rather viciously, reckons that someone’s murder is ‘explained’ by the fact that the victim was 

old (DHS, 147, 148, 156, 153). Even Hermione, her young and prudent daughter, chastises 

her (thirty-one-year-old) mother for her flirtatious behaviour more or less solely on grounds 

of her age (DHS, 133). 

For all that, in many of these same radio works there are also hints of more complex 

views of agedness, that is to say, views that are not necessarily beholden to chronometric 
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and/or stereotypical notions. This is the case even in Das Opfer Helena, awash though it is 

with chronometric assessments of people’s age: at one point, Helena ruefully tells her 

daughter that one loses their ideals with age, and she will be able to tell she is old (the 

expression used is ‘grown up’) once they fade completely (DHS, 141).178 

Within the restricted universe of Hildesheimer’s 1950s Hörspiele, the most thorough 

engagement with the idea of lived time is to be found in Prinzessin Turandot. Age concerns 

bookend this work. The titular princess’s first meaningful line is ‘I look old. – Don’t you 

find, Liang, that I look old?’, to which the wise servant replies with a commonplace – ‘one 

does not get younger’ – before admonishing the princess for having suitor after suitor 

executed (that is the penalty for failing to beat her at a speaking contest, whose victory would 

secure her hand in marriage), noting that ‘one grows old over guilt’ and ‘wisely’ adding that 

‘guilt deforms even more than time’ (DHS, 66). When it transpires that the prince who finally 

bests her is an impostor, Turandot initially throws him in prison, but, as she grows fond of 

him, she opens her heart first to clemency and then to love. Towards the end of the radio 

piece, the princess asks Liang if she still finds her pretty, and the old woman answers that 

Turandot has actually become ‘much more beautiful’ of late (DHS, 93). Given the prevailing 

causal correlation between guilt, age, and looks, Turandot’s retrieval of her beauty by dint of 

having mended her ways also means that metonymically, and in an important sense, she has 

become younger – a momentous, invisible transformation best achieved through a medium 

like radio, and on a par with the matchseller’s rejuvenation in A Slight Ache. 

 
178 ‘Ich will dir etwas sagen, Hermione: in deinem Alter hat man viele Idealbilder. Aber je älter man 

wird, desto verschwommener werden sie, – und wenn sie völlig verblaßt sind; das ist ein Zeichen, 

daß man erwachsen geworden ist’ (original emphasis). 
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Other characters of Prinzessin Turandot are also worth examining from the 

perspective of lived time, namely the false prince. He is getting on in years: that recurrent 

refrain of Hildesheimer’s, ‘I am no longer young’, finds its way into the weary man’s lips as 

well (DHS, 68). Those years, however, are never reckoned – not in the quantifiable way they 

frequently are in Das Opfer Helena, for example. Crucially, when the false prince says he is 

‘no longer young’, he seems to justify his statement by pointing to the narrowing of 

opportunities available to him, as opposed to the number of our planet’s revolutions around 

the sun (DHS, 68). Claiming, as the false prince does, to only be concerned with the past, not 

the future (DHS, 95) is another way of understanding old age in strictly subjective (that is, 

non-chronometric) terms. 

But perhaps it would be fitting to close this subchapter with Das Atelierfest, whose 

clocks’ colourful strokes foreshadow Die Uhren. It includes an intriguing monologue 

motivated by the ‘damn cuckoo’ that constantly wakes the protagonist up: in it, the speaker 

explains that his hourly torment is only propped up by his nagging need to know what time 

it is (HS, 145). ‘The question’, he then rhetorically asks, ‘is naturally why must I know what 

time it is. – Actually, it is completely irrelevant. – But one never knows: perhaps suddenly 

everything might depend on the fact that I know how late it is’ (HS, 145).179 It bears pointing 

out that the speaker says ‘how late’, not ‘what time’; the rhetorical flourish of three-fold 

repetition (since ‘what time’ appears immediately before this line as well) is willingly 

foregone for the sake of a stronger figurative meaning. Just in case the blatantly symbolic 

 
179 ‘Die Frage ist natürlich, wozu ich wissen muß, wieviel Uhr es ist. – Eigentlich ist es völlig 

gleichgültig. – Aber man kann ja nie wissen: vielleicht hängt ganz plötzlich alles davon ab, daß ich 

weiß, wie spät es ist’. 
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import of this monologue is lost on the listener, the speaker goes on to mention that he has 

tried to tear the clock from the wall, ‘but to no avail’, since it will not budge (HS, 145-146). 

Moments such as these show that the notion of lateness begins to permeate 

Hildesheimer’s works by way of a smooth transition from the literal to the figurative; while 

still an incipient motif here, it would take pride of place in the later Monolog. Yet between 

the inchoate problematisation of agedness and lateness of the mid-1950s and its more 

complex iterations from the 1960s onwards, the notorious Spiele of 1958 bring those themes 

rather more forcefully to the fore, in a bold aesthetic statement that crosses a Rubicon in 

Hildesheimer’s writing career. 

 

5.5. The encroaching darkness: Spiele, in denen es dunkel wird and the theme of old age 

 

5.5.1. A new direction: less a revolution than a radical evolution 

Just like Beckett and his 1946 revelation, Hildesheimer too had, in 1957, an epiphany that 

altered the course of his artistic path (Braese 2016, 218-219). It led to what he himself chose 

to call an absurdist aesthetic: he veered away from the rationality that had underlain his 

outspoken satire and embraced alienation and absurdity as his lodestars – at least in theory 

(Braese 2016, 41; Puknus 1978, 44).180 At first glance, this Camusian sense of ‘total 

divergence between the human and the world’ and its abiding radical quietism might seem 

to be incompatible with his earlier withering satire (Braese 2016, 41). 

 
180 On alienation or Entfremdung in Hildesheimer’s work, see Andersson 1979 (e.g., 12, 14, 56, 175). 
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Upon closer inspection, however, it is plain that there was no clean break between the 

two (Braese 2016, 43-44).181 This is an important point, and one that is not universally agreed 

upon. While critics like Jehle, Lea (2000, 466), and Ulrike Weinhold (1983, 338-339) 

maintain that social criticism and an absurdist dialectic are mutually exclusive, others, such 

as Burckhard Dücker and Stanley, clearly do not; Stanley sees that Hildesheimer’s idea of 

the absurd and his satirist proclivities are in tension but not in complete opposition, and 

therefore calls for a conciliation of the two: ‘His plays have a recognizable social and 

historical significance that individualizes his vision of the absurd but surely does not 

invalidate it’ (1993, 101). Other, earlier examples of Hildesheimer critics who attempt this 

kind of intricate interpretation are Heinz Puknus, who describes the absurdist nature of Spiele 

as ‘at least partial’ (as opposed to universal, and thus contrary to Hildesheimer’s own later 

theoretical postulations) precisely due to their socio-critical component (1978, 46-47); and 

Björn Andersson, who interprets Hildesheimer’s development of an absurdist outlook and 

aesthetic as simply a generalisation of his (erstwhile more focused and localised) satirical 

verve (1979, 9, 13-14). 

Unfortunately, and as has already been mentioned here, Hildesheimer is not often 

interpreted in such complex terms and given credit for his ability to elicit equivocal readings 

– and this applies to the reception of his Spiele in particular. Somewhat ironically, these plays, 

despite being ‘least characteristic of Hildesheimer’s literary career’ (Stanley 1993, 90), 

 
181 The strong satirical flavour of Spiele is often noted (see, e.g., Wegener 1967, 154; Andersson 1979, 

9) and it would take a wilful, disingenuous disregard of textual evidence not to take it into 

consideration. Lea is particularly keen on highlighting it, hearing in all three plays a cry ‘against the 

chauvinism of German large-scale entrepreneurs and their followers’ (Lea 1997, 185). 
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forever defined Hildesheimer in the eyes of a generation of theatre critics, who saw in Spiele 

the mere adaptation of a foreign trend (Puknus 1978, 44).182 

Probing deeper into the reasons behind this snubbing would, of course, take us back 

to Hildesheimer’s advocacy of the absurd and how disagreeable the concept has proved to so 

many commentators, then and since. Whatever this dissertation has to say on that topic, 

however, is confined to subchapter 5.2. Still, there are ways of going around the nebulous 

notion of the absurd to investigate the negative reception of Spiele – although this is not easy, 

considering how it dominated such discussions, especially when the trilogy first came out, in 

1958. Hill speculates that the zeitgeist in Germany simply may not have been propitious for 

the zany antics of the Spiele, which are, in her opinion, perhaps too close to the British 

nonsense tradition of previous centuries to have won over contemporaneous German 

audiences (1976, 90). At any rate, Hill provides the blueprint for the reframing of the 

discussion of Spiele: instead of inspecting them solely through the lens of the absurd, given 

how uneasily they sit alongside more representative works of what might be called the 

absurdist canon – being formally more conventional and less extravagant than, for example, 

Ionesco’s works – it is perhaps more sensible to regard Spiele as ‘an original work in a 

comparatively traditional genre’ (1976, 91-92, 89). 

For the purposes of this research project, however, it is less urgent to prove these 

works’ originality or derivativeness than to understand their place in Hildesheimer’s artistic 

 
182 This simplistic perception was likely set in stone by Esslin upon his inclusion of Hildesheimer in 

the revised edition of his influential The Theatre of the Absurd. For Esslin, the ‘dramatic parables’ of 

Spiele ‘are impressive poetic statements, even though they are far from being free from rather 

obviously drawn analogies and somewhat facile conclusions’ (2014, 246). This assessment, in turn, 

has been deemed ‘itself facile, since it is based on so little evidence’ (Stanley 1993, 92; see also 

Dücker 1976, 4). 



 

292 

 

development. That place is a central one: the works in Spiele do change the paradigm, just 

perhaps not quite as fundamentally as is often assumed. The sociocultural commentary that 

colours his earlier works appears in Spiele as well, if in a new guise; and neither are his later, 

melancholy, and significantly better received works that far removed from the thematic 

province of Spiele. In the afterword of the print publication of the 1960 radio work Herrn 

Walsers Raben, Eich admits to not discerning any break between Spiele and the works that 

followed (Jehle 2003a, 92), and for Puknus the Spiele were a vital stepping stone for the 

aesthetics and themes that underpin his lauded prose works of the 1960s (1978, 44-45). 

Just as Hildesheimer’s aesthetic undergoes a significant (but not earth-shattering) 

change in this period, the thematisation of agedness and lateness suffers a similar 

transformation, which we should refrain from either overlooking or overstating. In Spiele we 

can find important changes in the way those themes are brought forth (for instance, they are 

accorded greater prominence), but they are not so radical as to signal a definitive change in 

outlook. There is indeed a shift in Hildesheimer’s oeuvre – from a more conventional, 

linearly-defined understanding of time, agedness, and lateness that is in the background of 

his Hörspiele of 1950s to the more introspective, subjective, non-chronometric, and complex 

one that often informs and is pivotal to his 1960s radio works – but it happens almost 

imperceptibly, much like the ‘end’ of Das Ende kommt nie. Those two loosely-defined phases 

can be said to be modulated and linked together by an intermediate one, which began with 

Hildesheimer’s epiphany as he wrote Die Herren der Welt and was shaped by the subsequent 

rewriting of it in the form of Pastorale and then the other works of the Spiele collection. 

One key ingredient in the close readings of this subchapter is an almost novel 

consciousness of the importance exerted by the medium of radio and its peculiar 
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characteristics in the works analysed here. It is sometimes noted that the plays that make up 

the trilogy Spiele, in denen es dunkel wird were published ‘before they were first performed’ 

(Hill 1976, 211, n.2). That is true of their stage versions; however, by June of 1958 (that is, 

before Spiele came out in print) both Pastorale and Die Uhren had already been broadcast 

by German radio stations. The title of the collection, after all, translates into something like 

‘Plays in which It Gets Dark’;183 naturally, due to its sheer symbolic force and interlinking 

quality (it gets dark in all three plays), darkness is often considered a linchpin of Spiele. But 

it is also deemed an enigmatic, clearly metaphorical and yet unexplained and perhaps 

unexplainable phenomenon (Puknus 1978, 51); Hill hints that it might even be a slightly 

extraneous element, since ‘in Pastorale there is not even anything to cause the darkness’ (Hill 

1976, 91). As the next subchapters will show, this and many other similar mysteries might 

make that much more sense in the light of the unique features of the medium in which two 

of the Spiele first appeared. 

 

5.5.2. Agedness and social rank in Pastorale 

The publication of Hildesheimer’s Spiele came three years after the debut of his first stage 

play, Der Drachenthron (Licciardi 2016, 219). In between, however, was an aborted project 

titled Die Herren der Welt. It was, as Hildesheimer himself observed at the time, a traditional 

comedy with a corresponding structure, complete with three acts, conflict, apotheosis, and so 

on (Hildesheimer 1991c, 817 – hereafter TS). In many ways, this formally orthodox play is 

also typical of the Hildesheimer canon in its themes: a bittersweet satire, it features, as so 

 
183 Because it has never been translated into English, the Spiele trilogy has been given different titles. 

Literal and fairly neutral in tone (as the original title), I find this rendition to be adequate, but 

Wegener’s ‘Plays in which Darkness Falls’ (1967, 154), is an interesting, more baleful variant. 
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many of his prior efforts and a few later ones, a sardonic, benign impostor who seeks to 

expose the evil machinations of the powers that be. In this instance, the protagonist tries (and 

fails) to save the world from the unsavoury dealings of an unscrupulous, almighty magnate 

who dictates the outbreak and outcome of wars on the international stage. Hildesheimer had 

decided in 1957 that it would be his ‘last conventional play’, but he apparently felt that 

traditional theatre did not deserve even a swan song, as he halted Berlin’s Schiller Theatre’s 

stage production of Die Herren der Welt (Braese 2016, 219). 

Instead, as the author himself explained in 1959 (in the short text ‘Die Entstehung des 

Pastorale’, or ‘The Origin of Pastorale’), the play was cannibalised into Pastorale: the 

labour of seventy-seven weeks underwent profound changes in the course of the seventy-

eighth week, in which Hildesheimer set out to ‘do exactly the opposite of the preceding 

weeks’ (TS, 817). For Hildesheimer, Pastorale was the ‘result of my firm conviction that 

classical theatre is as dead as a dormouse’ (TS, 817); as such, in the 1958 short text ‘Über 

Pastorale oder Die Zeit für Kakao’ he conceives of his revamped play as a ‘parable of the 

nonsensical part of our existence’ (Parabel des unsinnigen Teils unseres Daseins), a 

dismantling of verbal and philosophical clichés which has no content or plot to speak of but 

merely a ‘situation’ that takes place and thus the play, in and of itself, defies ‘logical analysis’ 

(TS, 814-815). 

In that text, Hildesheimer provides a good starting point for a synopsis of Pastorale 

oder Die Zeit für Kakao. He reveals the founding image of Pastorale: ‘For years now a 

certain vision has amused me: a meadow with four music stands, in front of which serious 

people, business types, sit and play music’ (TS, 814). They are the President Glinke, the 

oldest and dominant element of the quartet; Doktor Fröbel, the youngest of the four and the 
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only female representative of the ‘industry’; and the brothers Asbach (Abel is a consul, 

Dietrich a mining engineer). Their entrance on the stage, which happens in that order, is 

preceded by that of Philip, our unassuming hero – essentially a porter who brings four chairs, 

a parasol, and music stands; who acrobatically turns the pages for all the ‘musicians’ while 

they perform; and whose deeper (and somewhat pedantic) understanding of music earns the 

admiration of his bourgeois betters. The four entrepreneurs attempt to paint over the 

materialistic and philistine nature denoted by their occupations – and to compensate for the 

sacrifice of feeling on the altar of pragmatic rationalism that modern society demands 

(Andersson 1979, 58-60) – through a heartfelt rendition of an ode to art, nature, feeling, and 

humanity which is steeped in tropes that hail from German Romanticism (Hill 1976, 70). 

But things quickly go awry: President Glinke drops dead at one point, and one of the 

Asbach brothers, Dietrich, immediately attempts to take his exalted place in the pecking 

order. He too dies soon after, however, after succumbing to the power of a single word uttered 

by Abel,184 who proceeds to take his brother’s place as patriarch. In her interactions with 

Abel, Fröbel suddenly behaves first like a naïve, eager, and pleading maiden and then with 

vulgar impertinence. While all of these bizarre events unfold, Philip does not bat an eyelid, 

and the stage grows darker and darker. Towards the end of the play, Philip’s girlfriend Selma, 

the minder of the ageing but childlike brothers, wheels up with an oversized twin baby 

 
184 In the radio version, though, Dietrich simply laughs himself dead (see footnote 198). Language in 

Spiele, Hill rightly observes, is not easy to pin down: sometimes it ‘has no effect on the listener’, 

other times it ‘has a magical effect’, but it rarely works in the limitedly causal way that is more proper 

to it (1976, 88). One of the most evident features of words in Pastorale, then, is their unpredictability, 

since more than once they turn lethally on their own speaker (Buhl 2016, 255, 257). As a side note, 

it would be interesting to read, perhaps through speech-act theory, Abel’s murderous Stirn in tandem 

with kindred and contemporary instances of weaponised utterances, as found in Hildesheimer’s later 

radio work Herrn Walsers Raben (an unintelligible murmur) and Ionesco’s 1952 stage play La Leçon 

(couteau). 
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carriage, the time for their cocoa having arrived (hence the subtitle Die Zeit für Kakao, or 

‘The Time for Cocoa’), but an agitated and guilt-ridden Abel exits, following an indifferent 

Fröbel, before Selma appears. As the stage gradually becomes brighter again, Selma and 

Philip realise they are both out of a job and contemplate getting married. They leave the stage, 

and the play ends as it began: with the amplified voice of a shepherd, singing a little quatrain 

whose four lines are the same as the ones that open the play but are now sung in inverted 

order – significantly, a chiasmus, mirroring the symbolically-charged play of light and 

darkness. 

Given the outlandish nature of the action and dialogue, much could be said about the 

formal quirks of Pastorale. And said it has been, perhaps best of all by Hill (in her 1976 book 

chapter on Spiele), so that groundwork already exists and need not be echoed here. Hill does 

a terrific job at giving a thorough account of the formal elements of the Spiele: she dwells on 

the different kinds and qualities of dramatic action; helps explain the strange dialogue by 

investigating the origins and meanings of its dated and mangled quotations and literary 

allusions; works out the different types of cliché which are found everywhere and with which 

Hildesheimer lampoons a number of subjects; and comments on the ‘verbal sleepwalking’ 

that defines these plays, an interesting admixture of loosened semantics and solid syntax 

(1976, 67-85). While few have been this thorough, most critics do note that Pastorale, like 

the other Spiele, does not feature a conventional plot, any kind of dramatic conflict, or normal 

communication processes (e.g., Dücker 1976, 54, 57-58), the latter being partly deemed 

inevitable given the freely associative, vapid, and destructive character of words (Buhl 2016, 

255-257). 
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 The bewildering, almost freewheeling form that Pastorale takes on may obfuscate, 

but does not thereby erase, the pessimistic worldview that permeates its urtext Die Herren 

der Welt, where selfishness rules unchecked, art is powerless as a tool of ennoblement, and 

resignation to the status quo is as undesirable as it is inevitable (Buhl 2016, 248). As Michael 

Buhl observes, in Pastorale we find a similar mismatch between the desire and need for 

change and art’s inability to bring it about (2016, 249).185 Sociological readings of Pastorale, 

then, are as rife as they are legitimate, and have formed the bulk of the result of the academic 

world’s engagement with the play; quite a few of those readings, for example, explore the 

thematisation of power struggle and master-slave dialectic (Dücker 1976, 52-59; Lenz 2016, 

215).186 

 These political interpretations are further abetted by Hildesheimer’s decision in 1965 

to rework Pastorale by changing the ending to better reflect his increasingly bleak 

 
185 Jehle claims that Hildesheimer’s radio work An den Ufern der Plotinitza is the last work where 

the artist figure can still influence political affairs (Stanley 1993, 82); it could be argued that the same 

happens in the later Die Bartschedel-Idee, but only indirectly and certainly not in any edifying way. 

Andersson goes as far as to interpret the enjoyment of art in Pastorale as a replacement of actual 

emotional life and therefore a ‘drug’ for the ‘rationally destroyed self’ (1979, 61). For a detailed 

analysis of how art is thematised, parodied, and weaponised for satirical purposes in Pastorale, see 

Buhl 2016, 250-258. 
186 The critical consensus seems to be that Pastorale lends itself to political readings as readily as to 

metaphysical ones (Andersson 1979, 63). Yet somewhat strangely, considering his own sociological 

interpretation of Pastorale (which is not at all approached casually), Dücker affirms that it is ‘not a 

socially critical play’ (1976, 53). This he infers not only from the relative dearth of references to 

contemporary politics and the specific socio-political context of post-war Germany – a point with 

which some commentators would measuredly (Buhl 2016, 261) or strongly (Lea 1997, 167) disagree 

– but also from the general stasis and resigned tone that dominate the play (Dücker 1976, 52, 53, 55). 

Surely, however, such resignation is criticism enough; uncoupling one’s censure of society from one’s 

belief in the possibility of anything truly changing might rather be perceived as paradoxical, but it 

need not be, and the latter in no way need negate the former. Instead, Buhl registers the socio-political 

criticism of Pastorale and rightly understands it to be further evidence of the chiasm between 

Hildesheimer’s declaredly apolitical aesthetic theory and the indisputably political nature of his 

artistic practice (2016, 258, 261). 
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worldview.187 It is nearly identical to the original work up to the death of Dietrich Asbach, 

when Philip, who in the previous version cuts, for the most part, an aloof figure during his 

fellow men’s fight for patriarchal supremacy, suddenly morphs into a rabid tyrant; he ‘steals 

Glinke’s clothes and blackmails Abel. He recapitulates Glinke’s life and is wheeled away as 

a dying man by Selma’ (Hill 1976, 66).188 This ‘more topical’ version of the play includes 

blatant references that situate it squarely in the German post-war zeitgeist: ‘Abel 

nostalgically remembers hunting Jews, Dr. Fröbel has handled emergency laws, and the 

orders which Dietrich is ready to obey without question include shooting’ (Hill 1976, 90). 

The dismal moral of the story, already present in the original work but taken to new heights 

in the 1965 rework, is that ‘attempts to alter society may lead to shifts of personnel within 

the system, but they do not change the structure of society’ (Stanley 1993, 92; see also Dücker 

1976, 52-55). Still, the differing versions are bound together by the despondency of the very 

last scene – one that speaks of, and portends, a loveless, hopeless, futureless reality (Lea 

1997, 170). 

 Critical commentary on Pastorale, then, tends to run along these or similar lines. One 

fascinating aspect that has been neglected, however, is the great extent to which that work’s 

 
187 This had also happened with the Turandot-material: the hopeful first version was immediately 

followed by a much grimmer one (Lenz 2016, 211). In a later interview, Hildesheimer considered the 

‘harder version’ to be ‘the ethically correct’ one, but scholars such as Lenz have debated the negative 

repercussions that merely changing the ending has on Prinzessin Turandot as a whole (e.g., Lenz 

2016, 211). This story was to have one final twist: the last stage version of this material, the 1960 Die 

Eroberung der Prinzessin Turandot, sports, very atypically for Hildesheimer, a much happier ending, 

in which the main characters are actually able to improve the political situation of the realm (Lenz 

2016, 211). 
188 Lea uses the historically charged phrase gebieterischer Herrenmensch to describe the new Philip 

(1997, 171), ‘Herrenmensch’ meaning ‘member of the master race’. Leaving that aside, Lea credibly 

argues that the very last incident of the first stage version of Pastorale (when Philip picks up the 

President’s hat on his way out) punctures the protagonist’s affectation of indifference to the allure of 

power and thus presages the changes that would be made in the 1965 version (1997, 170-171). 

Intriguingly, the hat incident is absent from the even earlier radio version (PZK, 26). 
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structure and themes are congenial to the aural medium of radio. According to Braese, it 

began as a theatre play, and what Hildesheimer offered to the editor of the Bayerischer 

Rundfunk was ‘a Hörspiel version of the play’ (2016, 220). This is also more or less implicit 

in Hildesheimer’s own account of the genesis of Pastorale, since that work is ultimately a 

very loose adaptation, or reinvention, of the material of the stage play Die Herren der Welt 

(TS, 817). Yet, and bearing in mind his radiophonic prolificacy already by 1957, and the fact 

that Pastorale was radio-ready so shortly after he finished the play, it seems evident that his 

embeddedness in the radio aesthetic influenced the outcome. 

We find traces of that aesthetic everywhere – not least, it almost goes without saying, 

in the ‘darkness’ that defines Pastorale and the other Spiele plays and that so confounds 

commentators unaware of Pastorale’s first incarnation in the airwaves (this phrase is 

somewhat oxymoronic, but most other possible synonyms are equally materialistic or 

ocularcentric) and perhaps less familiar with Hildesheimer’s acoustical exploits in general. 

Hill, for instance, marvels at that darkness – an unsummoned, inexorable force whose 

intensification frequently cannot be explained by any causal link with the dramatic action – 

and simply deems it another instance of ‘grotesque causality’, adding to ‘the ability of Philip, 

Adrian, and the salesman [in Pastorale, Landschaft mit Figuren, and Die Uhren, 

respectively] to find something whenever they look’ and the fact that ‘[b]oth the heart attack 

and the stroke [of Glinke and Dietrich] result from preceding events but are out of proportion 

with them’ (Hill 1976, 91, 64). 

By now, the radiogenic quality of darkness need not be explicated in any greater 

detail, surely. As for the almost magical conjuring that goes on in the Spiele, it is worthwhile 

to ponder on how unremarkable it often is in an aural artwork, and it is such a useful tool at 
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the radio practitioner’s disposal that it became a staple of, for example, the ground-breaking 

and influential radio comedy programme The Goon Show.189 And even the fact that two 

characters are essentially ‘killed by metaphors taken literally’ (Hill 1976, 64) should give us 

pause: the idea of imbuing works with effective, often lethal power in Pastorale (see footnote 

184) might have partly emanated from Hildesheimer’s already considerable experience with 

Hörspiele as well, since in radio, arguably more than in any other medium, words shape, 

indeed create, reality – and, as it happens, just two years later his triumphant radio work 

Herrn Walsers Raben would hinge precisely on the seismic power of words. Finally, the 

action of Pastorale is preceded, even before the shepherd’s song echoes across an empty 

stage, by the run-of-the-mill sound effects reminiscent of summer in the countryside. Stale 

from overuse (especially in radio art), these sounds and their associated images are poked 

fun at, just as in Beckett’s All That Fall; the parodic intent is clear in the stage directions, 

because Hildesheimer makes clear that the medley of acoustical effects should include 

‘sounds which commonly accompany rural summer in literature but which in reality are rare’ 

(Hildesheimer 1989, 165 – hereafter DTS). 

 
189 A defining characteristic of The Goon Show – which Crisell considers ‘probably the most original 

and popular comedy show in the history of radio’ (1994, 170) and which was contemporaneous with 

the beginning of Beckett’s and Hildesheimer’s radio practice, having been broadcast in the United 

Kingdom from 1951 to 1960 – ‘is that it uses the blindness of radio and the evanescence of its signs 

not just as a structural principle but as part of the joke’: the Goons would routinely flaunt not only 

‘the laws of time and space’ but also ‘other physical laws’ by, for example, instantaneously producing 

enormous objects in the most unlikely of circumstances (Crisell 1994, 170, 171, original emphasis). 

Crisell goes on to note that ‘the Goons’ tricks with physical laws are a unique form of humour, one 

which cannot be reproduced outside radio, and such tricks would certainly seem to be beyond the 

scope of a live performance medium such as the theatre’ (1994, 171), and indeed, judging by Hill’s 

reaction to the reality-bending antics of the Spiele and some of the negative critical response to the 

stage version of Pinter’s A Slight Ache, the radio practitioner transposes those radiogenic tricks onto 

the stage at their own peril. 
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The radio text of Pastorale is actually extremely similar to the text written for the 

stage,190 and there are two ways, which are by no means mutually exclusive, of interpreting 

this fact. One of them is to understand the demands that weigh down virtually all writers born 

without a silver spoon in their mouths – such as financial pressures and the resulting time 

constraints – and to presume that Hildesheimer was simply unready, unwilling, or unable to 

dedicate himself more fully to his radiophonic project. The other hypothesis is just as 

straightforward: that the text was, from the start, already so apt for radio (be it as a result of 

careful deliberation, unconscious influence, or mere coincidence) that hardly any changes 

were required to make it work in the airwaves. The exact truth may be difficult or even 

impossible to ascertain. Extant archival documents might corroborate or disprove the first 

hypothesis, but it is hardly of ultimate importance for our purposes in any case. The opposite 

is true of the second theory, and indeed it seems to be an accurate one. 

As for differences, it is incontrovertible that the radio text is in many respects a paring 

down of the much better-known stage version, since there are fewer lines, directions, and 

details throughout. As we have established by now, however, the manuscript alone is 

insufficient to fully appreciate a given Hörspiel, and in fact the original 1958 radio production 

relies heavily on sound effects and the element of performance, despite the whittling down 

of instructions in the radio text. The shepherd’s humble quatrain, for instance, is turned into 

an ornate, operatic musical sequence that lasts three minutes. The quartet’s singing contains 

plenty of repetition, and the sound of a swarm of bees interferes often with the proceedings. 

With few pauses, quickfire delivery, and quite a bit of overlapping lines, it is a lively affair, 

 
190 Given this great similarity, and for the sake of convenience and ease of accessibility for the readers 

of this dissertation, further page references to Pastorale will refer to the most widely available (and, 

contrary to the radio text, actually published) stage version, that of 1958, unless otherwise stated. 
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full of sound effects (virtually none of which are elicited by the manuscript) that are heard 

after allusions to clock-time, money, wind, rain, and even dogs (not unlike what happens in 

that famous passage of All That Fall analysed in subchapter 4.2.2), despite the fact that those 

sound sources are merely referred to in similes. Besides these sound effects, the production 

contains a number of further additions to the original text: we hear the logical breathlessness 

of the late ‘musicians’ as they arrive, unbidden strains of both soft and martial music are 

occasionally played, and the very last sound is a sheep’s waggish bleat. 

These are non-negligible differences, to be sure, but in the main – that is to say, as far 

as the plot and the main themes are concerned – the radio and stage versions are nearly 

identical, and thus equally divergent from the more conventionally satirical comedy Die 

Herren der Welt. This is true of most themes, with few exceptions (Pastorale’s socio-political 

criticism and general pessimistic tone, for instance), and agedness is no such exception. In 

Die Herren der Welt, allusions to ageing, agedness, lateness, or even the passing of time in 

general are rare. The closest thing to what might be called a contemplation of life and its 

finitude is a witticism in the beginning about the plight of existence, where the butler tells a 

despairing Diane that she is too young to die and too old not to have been born (DTS, 74). 

Other references to ageing are cursory and fairly stereotypical, as the idea that to recklessly 

speak one’s mind is the ‘privilege of youth’, and with age comes mildness and a literal 

philanthropy;191 or the worn association of old age with forgetfulness (DTS, 87, 122). 

 
191 Both ‘das Privileg der Jugend’ and the concept of Menschenfreundlichkeit make an appearance in 

Das Opfer Helena as well, but there they are deemed one and the same thing, that is, loving one’s 

fellow human beings is considered the ‘privilege of youth’ and not of older age (DHS, 156). Such is 

the nature of aphorisms and clichés that the ideas they express can often be turned upside down and 

work just as well – this is part and parcel of both their charm and their curse, their utility and their 

futility. 
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By contrast, Pastorale contains a staggering number of references – straightforward 

and symbolic – to ageing, agedness, lateness, and the passing of time, and in fact a number 

of them can be found in the play text but not in the radio manuscript, which might suggest 

Hildesheimer’s growing interest in the theme (since the play was published several months 

after the Hörspiel was broadcast). Certainly, social standing and power struggle are vital 

aspects of this work, and, as we have seen in passing, commentators have been quick to point 

this out.192 Much less discussed, however, has been the correlation between the wielders of 

said standing and their aged status. Like in Landschaft mit Figuren, the main couple seems 

to be relatively young: Selma is ‘young’, according to the stage directions of the play version, 

and even the radio Pastorale, lacking in directions as it is, indicates that the voice of Selma 

should be ‘young’ (DTS, 197; Hildesheimer 1958b, 23 – hereafter PZK). The music-loving 

business magnates, however, rather less so: President Glinke is ‘around seventy’ and sports 

grey hair; the brothers Asbach are both ‘around sixty’; and Doktor Fröbel, who is in her ‘mid 

forties’, is the youngest member of the quartet but has to dye her hair blond, likely in an 

attempt to transform that relative youth into a more absolute one (DTS, 165, 174, 169). 

The aged status of Glinke is clear even in the radio broadcast (no one’s age is stated 

anywhere in either version of Pastorale), as he is quite prone to pining after his lost youth, 

stiff upper lip notwithstanding. When he ‘sadly’ says ‘I’m getting old’ (ich werde alt), he is 

fishing for compliments from his subordinate, specifically the kind of compliments that 

 
192 This is embodied in the mien and title of President Glinke (see, e.g., DTS, 181; his last word, 

Fassung, literally means ‘composure’, which is to say self-mastery) and evident in the plotlines (if 

they can be called that) of Dietrich and Abel, as well as in the dénouement of the 1965 version. One 

further, more discreet example of the thematisation of the will to power can be found in the name 

choice of the twins: Abel, for obvious, biblical reasons; and Dietrich, which etymologically means 

something like ‘ruler of the people’ (Etymonline, s.v. ‘Dietrich’). 
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might assuage the concerns of proponents of the activity theory of ageing: Philip rattles off, 

‘automatically, quickly’, that he is ‘incredibly active’ for his age, and ‘perceptive’, and has 

‘the memory of a youngling’ (DTS, 167). Furthermore, Glinke twice laments that ‘time flies’, 

and begins three times to reminisce on his salad days (how he was young, and healthy, and 

full of dreams) before thoughtfully cutting himself short (DTS, 167, 178, 168, 181, 184). His 

fixation with agedness goes beyond depressed navel-gazing: when he comments on the 

approaching Fröbel, he voices a well-worn sentiment in Hildesheimer’s early oeuvre – she is 

‘no spring chicken’ (nicht mehr die Jüngste) – and when she notifies the group that her boss 

has died, it seems to perplex Glinke, whose immediate reaction is to say that the deceased 

‘was not yet old’ (DTS, 169). In the light of all this (and of Glinke’s demise halfway through), 

otherwise innocuous remarks gain more ominous overtones, as when Glinke bids Philip hurry 

because he has ‘already been through plenty today’; or when Glinke, surprised at the length 

of the shadows they are casting, is darkly teased by Fröbel, who laughingly (and perhaps 

somewhat nervously, since the laughter is meant to be ‘overacted’) suggests that they should 

be glad that they still have shadows at all (DTS, 176, 183).193 

 
193 Hill mentions this incident to support her claim that ‘[m]any speeches indicate that the action is an 

eschatological process’ (1976, 65). It is my belief that this and similar, equally sound insights of hers 

might be further illuminated by a narrower focus on ageing – for instance, Hill’s realisation that ‘[t]he 

deaths and living deaths in the trilogy differ from the catastrophe of tragedy in not resulting directly 

and inevitably from the characters’ actions’ (1976, 66). In fact, and quite atypically in Hildesheimer 

criticism, Hill comes tantalisingly close to highlighting the thematic importance of agedness in Spiele: 

just to name a few examples, Hill remarks that Fröbel is ‘the youngest member of the quartet’; 

identifies the embodiment of the theme of old age as a ‘second childhood’ in the Asbach brothers; 

and stresses that ‘the oldest character’ is the first one to fall dead (1976, 66, 62). In truth, Puknus does 

point out that ageing is an important theme in Pastorale (1978, 77), but unfortunately does not seem 

to follow up on this insight. 
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As far as agedness is concerned, the Asbach brothers fare, subjectively speaking, 

actually worse than Glinke, because they personify old age as a ‘second childhood’.194 Lea 

describes the twins as ‘senile’ men who ‘behave like little children’ (1997, 169) and indeed 

they are treated accordingly, not only by their ‘educator’, Selma (with her twin baby carriage 

and cocoa), but by the other characters, who laugh with delight when they fall as they run, 

and dry their cheeks and given them little pep talks when they cry, and treat them 

condescendingly in general (DTS, 173, 183, 185). Like excited and overgrown toddlers, they 

speak breathlessly, interrupt each other, occasionally whine, play tricks on one another, 

bicker constantly, and trust their educator unconditionally (DTS, 174, 175, 179, 180). In fact, 

their personalities have degenerated to the extent that they are deemed interchangeable by 

Selma, who ought to know them best (DTS, 197). But crucially, of course, they are not 

children: they are grown men (as a bemused Fröbel attests through her lorgnette)195 – with, 

as Philip affirms, the health, inner organs, and life expectancy to match (DTS, 185, 180). 

Similarly to what happens in many of Hildesheimer’s radio works of the 1950s, the 

figurations of agedness in Pastorale remain, for the most part, linked to stereotypical 

perceptions of old age, as represented by tropes like that of the conservative, somewhat 

overbearing, wistful old guard, whose paladin is President Glinke, or that of the ‘second 

 
194 The Asbach brothers provide the most obvious illustrations in Pastorale of that time-honoured 

trope (see, e.g., Erasmus 1989, 14), but at certain moments it is implied that the notion of a second 

childhood applies to others as well. When Selma, speaking of the twins, tells Philip ‘My God, – you 

know how boys are’, Philip answers: ‘I used to know, thinks but I forgot. Maybe it’ll come back to 

me’ (DTS, 197). The implication is that it will come back to him, when he grows old enough – and 

indeed that is more or less what happens in the 1965 version, when Selma, now something of a distant 

nurse, wheels a miraculously aged Philip away (TSUAT, 166). 
195 And she would know to tell the difference, if the choice of her name be meant as an allusion to the 

renowned pedagogue Friedrich Fröbel. Although of course the historical Fröbel would likely prefer 

to equate children to adults, in the sense that children also have their own capabilities which they 

ought to be given freedom to develop. 
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childhood’, as epitomised by the Asbach brothers. Even Fröbel, with her vaguely salacious 

behaviour, is characteristic of an objectifying convention of sorts that is specifically related 

to the female ageing experience.196 At times, such time-worn associations with agedness are 

expressed in metaphorical terms, as when the days and hours are said to ‘turn grey’ (Die Tage 

und Stunden ergrauen), and presumably it is the gloomy thought of what the end of the 

figurative day portends that causes Glinke to breathe ‘heavily’ and to wipe sweat from his 

face (DTS, 187). Other times, they are expressed in more strident terms, as when Philip 

nonchalantly equates being old with being dead.197 

This discussion of received ideas related to old age brings us back to what is itself 

something of a commonplace: the association of agedness with social rank. It is certainly not 

a coincidence that the President, the character with the highest social standing at the outset, 

is also the oldest character. It then follows that neither is it incidental that the Asbach brothers 

(being, given their seniority, the next in line) make a bid for the industrial throne as soon as 

it vacant. And neither should it come as a surprise that Dietrich is the first of the brothers to 

 
196 After the death of Glinke and the rise of Abel, Fröbel – who incidentally claims to have ‘sacrificed’ 

her ‘formerly very accentuated feminine side’ for the ‘good of society’, by which she means her 

career (SP, 43) – becomes ‘wide-eyed’, ‘naïve’, and ‘childlike’, talking much like a little girl (DTS, 

191, 193). She is talked down to by Abel, who often calls her ‘my child’ or ‘little child’ – much like 

Philip, who at one point speaks to Selma ‘as if to a child’: ‘Don’t be mad at me, my child, but you 

don’t understand anything about it’ (DTS, 191, 198). Then, in an about-face, Fröbel becomes ‘vulgar’, 

touching up her make-up and calling Abel an ‘old tease’ (DTS, 194). Condescension towards female 

characters by male ones is far from unheard of in Hildesheimer’s works, but the ‘bawdy ageing 

woman’ archetype (a bawdiness that, significantly, does not find a parallel in her male counterpart) 

is also surprisingly rife in other works discussed in this dissertation, such as Hildesheimer’s Die 

Uhren (see Gertrude’s constant flirtation with the salesman: DTS, 288, 296, 297, 299), Pinter’s A 

Slight Ache, Ionesco’s Les Chaises, and even Beckett’s All That Fall. 
197  PHILIP […] Wie alt er [Glinke] geworden ist! 

 SELMA Er ist tot. 

 PHILIP So kann man es auch nennen. (DTS, 199) 
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top the hierarchy, since he is the older of the two, or that in turn his power grab too is cut 

short by sudden death.198 

Finally, in such a context it cannot be but a matter of course that Philip’s rise to 

dominance in the 1965 version (at one point, Selma addresses him as ‘President’) is 

supernaturally accompanied by old age, and the play ends with him being carried away in the 

wheelchair Selma had brought (Hildesheimer 1976, 163, 166 – hereafter TSUAT). His 

suddenly aged status is not solely implied by his newfound disability: when the ‘slumped’ 

Philip complains that it is ‘cold’ and ‘a hard winter’ and the youthful Selma replies by 

insisting that ‘it will soon become warmer’ and that it is now ‘a mild spring’ (TSUAT, 165), 

it is plain they are not just talking about the weather. Indeed, the last line of the rework, 

uttered by Selma, could not bode any worse for Philip, the tottering king: ‘Wait a bit! Soon 

all will be behind you’ (TSUAT, 166). 

All of these developments can accurately be described as ‘the departure of the old’ 

(Lea 1997, 168). This phrase not only gives expression to the inexorable reality of 

demographic replacement but also might be said to allude to the intergenerational tensions 

that tend to undermine economically unequal societies199: ‘The figure of the senex’, Mangan 

writes, is often instrumentalised to articulate ‘tension and resistance to the perceived power 

 
198 This helps explain Dietrich’s jeering reminders that Abel is the younger sibling (e.g., DTS, 179) – 

even though, as we shall see later, it may not always have been thus. In this regard, one of the few 

significant plot differences in the radio version of Pastorale bears mentioning: instead of Dietrich 

dying after Abel shouts at him ‘Du hast die Stirn…’ (DTS, 191), his demise in the radio work is due 

to his own excessive laughter, the zenith being reached after, in a duel of insults, he hurls at Abel an 

innocuous-sounding ‘Younger brother!’ (PZK, 20). This jibe is absent from the stage version, and in 

its stead, happening at an earlier moment, there is a threat by Dietrich to have Abel declared 

‘underaged’ (DTS, 190). 
199 That is to say, all societies, but especially modern ones (see Scheidel 2018, 5 et passim). ‘Among 

developed countries’, writes Walter Scheidel, ‘higher inequality is associated with less economic 

mobility across generations’, because ‘inequality tends to perpetuate itself over time, and all the more 

so the higher it is’ (2018, 20). 
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and/or authority of an older generation’ (2013, 111). This certainly seems to be part of the 

reason why old age is so explicitly thematised in Pastorale, and that is arguably one way in 

which the main thrust of the cannibalised Die Herren der Welt lingers on; the more declaredly 

political denunciation of the earlier work shifts in Pastorale into a generalised attitude of 

disgust towards the rotten status quo and, by extension, the generation deemed most 

responsible for it. However, such rage, while not futile, must remain fruitless, as the 1965 

version makes crystal clear, when Philip takes up the bloodied mantle of his elder 

predecessors: ‘A new wind is blowing, or rather: an old wind. Only the helmsman is new’ 

(TSUAT, 161).200 

 This is a classic example of Hildesheimer’s signature pessimism, which is so 

ubiquitous that it is hard not to discern it even in the most innocent lines.201 Understandably, 

this has led to cyclical readings of Pastorale: for Dücker, for instance, the ‘futility of changes’ 

finds expression in the external form of Pastorale, which itself also conveys ‘ever-sameness’ 

(Immergleichigkeit) and the ‘abolition of a sense of time’ (Dücker 1976, 58-59). It is common 

to read many works by authors such as Beckett, Ionesco, Pinter, and Hildesheimer as cyclical, 

and indeed sometimes they are, but a more rigorous understanding of ‘circularity’ might 

preclude such a widespread use of that notion. 

 A good example of this is Pastorale itself. It is indeed tempting to understand it in 

cyclical terms: after all, the radio version begins and ends with a nearly identical quatrain, 

and the theatre plays (though slowly consumed by darkness in the intervening time, which 

then recedes just as imperceptibly) also begin and end with a flood of light. Yet this does not 

 
200 ‘Es weht ein neuer Wind, beziehungsweise: es weht der alte. Nur der Steuermann ist neu’. 
201 For example, when Philip, pontificating about music to its makeshift practitioners, states that ‘[t]he 

last movement is never a scherzo’ (DTS, 178, original emphasis). 
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exemplify ‘ever-sameness’: in the stage version, for instance, as light dawns the landscape 

has ‘vanished’, and by the end of the play the stage is not exactly the same, because it is 

strewn with the corpses of the day’s casualties (DTS, 197, 199). Even in the Hörspiel version 

the characters mention the – perforce silent – cadavers, thus ensuring their presence to the 

listeners (PZK, 25). Finally, and returning to the prelude and coda of Pastorale (the quatrain), 

it must not be forgotten that, as has already been mentioned, it is not merely repeated: the 

order of the lines in the second iteration is reversed. 

So, if the play is not strictly speaking cyclical, how else might its form be defined? It 

can be argued that there is a linear progression (Wegener 1967, 154) that is occasionally bent 

out of shape by the whimsicality of certain temporal chiasmi. But if one prefers to stress the 

‘ever-sameness’ of this work (which, evidently, must remain a vital aspect of any analysis of 

Pastorale), the image of a circle might be replaced by that of a linear, teleological 

palindrome. The light gives way to darkness and, in an apparently cyclical motion, stages a 

comeback, but when it does return it reveals a scenery scarred by death. There may be a first 

childhood, an adulthood, and then a ‘second childhood’, but that second childhood is then 

followed not by another adulthood but by the end of life, as Dietrich shows.202 And while the 

seasons – the prototypical cyclical occurrence – are a pivotal temporal element of Pastorale, 

it is not an accident that the 1965 rework ends with the harshest winter (TSUAT, 155). 

 
202 In point of fact, there is actually the briefest of allusions to a ‘third childhood’. When Dietrich 

tearfully says that the song the quartet sings reminds him of his ‘first youth’ and Abel, not to be 

outdone, adds that it reminds him of his ‘first and third’ youth (TDS, 183), one might consider that it 

corroborates a cyclical reading. However, it is clearly intended to be a mere joke, more a humorous 

example of Abel’s constant attempts at ‘one-upmanship’ than a valuable piece of information 

regarding his past. 
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What belies circularity, in short, is the fact that Pastorale hints more at futurelessness 

than infinity (Lea 1997, 170). One may choose to read this politically (in the light of 

Auschwitz) or metaphysically (in the light of the absurd), but there is little doubt that 

Pastorale represents a prefiguration of an attitude towards time in general and the future in 

particular that will become increasingly important in both later works and Hildesheimer’s 

own worldview. 

 To sum up, old age as it is depicted in Pastorale is still tied to received ideas that are 

mostly detrimental and based on notions of chronometric time. However, its thematisation is 

more varied and explicit than heretofore in Hildesheimer’s oeuvre, and in fact one can see 

how the concept of agedness starts to detach itself from the chronometric paradigm. As the 

rapidly ageing Philip of the 1965 rework attests, time becomes a more fluid notion; the twins 

agree on the fact that Abel used to be the older brother but traded his elder status for a lentil 

dish (DTS, 179), in a parody of the biblical story of how it came to pass that Esau sold his 

birth right to his younger sibling Jacob. Seasons go by in the blink of an eye, changing 

overnight – ‘ABEL […] but tomorrow, that is, in the spring, yes, then we’ll sing again’ (DTS, 

195) – and nowhere is this more apparent than in the 1965 version, where the transition from 

autumn (the titular ‘time for cocoa’) into the deepest, snow-white winter is effected on stage 

(TSUAT, 155). 

Yet this dissociation between time and clock-time, and by extension between 

agedness and the calendar’s yoke, becomes even more evident in the two works that followed 

Pastorale and that complete the Spiele trilogy: the latter aspect is problematised in 

Landschaft mit Figuren, while the former actually forms the essence of the only other work 

of Spiele that graced the airwaves, the aptly-titled Die Uhren. 
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5.5.3. The folly of timekeeping in Die Uhren 

The plot of Die Uhren can be summarised in a few sentences. Here is Adolph Wegener’s 88-

word condensation of it: 

 

A room is inhabited by an aging couple, Robert and Gertrud, who disport themselves 

in a syncopation of dialogue concerned with the weather, time, mail, physical 

conditions, and standards of living. The glazier arrives, inserts soundproof, 

impenetrable jet-black glass, and the room gradually darkens. Toward the end, a 

loquacious salesman appears, flirts with Gertrud, and sells the couple a profusion of 

clocks with a lifetime guarantee. An acoustical furioso of cuckoos, ding-dongs, tick-

tacks, ping-pongs, clink-clanks concludes the play as the couple is inside the clocks, 

imitating their sounds. (1967, 154-155) 

 

This succinct outline is particularly useful because a few of Wegener’s suggestive turns of 

phrase can be used as a springboard for a reading of Die Uhren from a couple of important 

perspectives. Let us begin with a phrase that appears at the end: ‘acoustical furioso’. As the 

title of the published trilogy indicates, this is another play in which it gets dark, and, as we 

have seen, darkness is eminently radiogenic. But while a few critics show at least some 

awareness of the fact that Pastorale first appeared as a Hörspiel, references to the radio 

broadcast of Die Uhren are next to non-existent.203 And just as Pastorale’s first publicly 

available version as a Hörspiel might have informed critics’ interpretations of certain vital 

 
203 The only exception to this I have come across is Stanley 1993, 81. 
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aspects of the work, a knowledge of Die Uhren’s radiophonic past might shed light on some 

of its peculiarities, such as the fact that, in the crucial final scene, ‘only the sense of hearing 

is left for orientation’ (Licciardi 2016, 227). 

This oblivion is aggravated by the fact that the radio production does not seem to 

have survived the ravages of time – only the radio text is extant. Still, much can be gleaned 

from it on its own. In relation to the stage version, whose text was published later in the same 

year (1958), it has fewer lines and directions, but the difference is significantly lesser than 

between radio Pastorale and its dramatic counterpart. Few as they are, there are more 

directions for the voice actors than in Pastorale (DU, 1, 3), and the level of detail of the 

instructions regarding the different clocks and their idiosyncratic sounds surpasses anything 

else by Hildesheimer bar Das Atelierfest as far as radiophonic specifications are concerned. 

On top of that, in the radio text, the clocks and their sounds are, fittingly, listed immediately 

after and as though they were dramatis personae: 

 

Ladies’ wristwatch, soft, light clicking. 

Men’s wristwatch, weighty, purposeful ticking. 

Mantel clock, gliding, faintly audible pendulum. Bright bell-like ringing. 

Cuckoo clock, wooden tick-tock, cuckoo call with preceding buzzing sound. 

Kitchen timer, tinny, clock-like tick-tock. 

Longcase clock, gravitational pendulum swing. Deep, resounding stroke. (DU, viii) 
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The cues for the sound effects are also written down (tellingly, they are to set off when the 

last panels of darkening glass are placed), and the order and loudness of their ticking is also 

specified (DU, 33, 35, 36). 

Again similarly to what was the case with radio Pastorale, the broadcast of Die Uhren 

appears to have been preceded by a short introduction, in which Hildesheimer stresses the 

Hörspiel’s symbolic import (DU, iii).204 Among the themes identified in that introduction is 

the idea of ‘the decay of external reality’, and the clock sounds are meant to operate ‘as the 

symbols of an emptied and mechanic division of time’ (DU, iii).205 ‘Emptied’ is a literal 

rendering of entleert, and the temptation of simply translating it as ‘empty’ (whose meaning 

is similar but whose use in English would be much less jarring than that of the past participle) 

must be trumped, because ‘emptied’ emphasises the idea of an action (here the emptying of 

sense or meaning) as opposed to a mere state. The meaningfulness of measured time, by itself 

precarious, is actively obliterated through the ‘profusion of clocks’ alluded to by Wegener. 

This obliteration of chronometric time is the single most important theme of Die 

Uhren, one that is depicted in the most literal fashion possible and therefore hard to overlook. 

Even before the clocks make their noisy appearance, time ‘slips through the fingers’, and 

even such a mundane meteorological phenomenon as rain is described as ‘liquid time’ or 

‘watery time’ that drips from the sky (DTS, 274, 273). This has not dissuaded commentators 

 
204 It bears mentioning that the word used for what is here called the ‘salesman’ is Vertreter, whose 

chief meaning is ‘representative’. This might help us understand what is meant by the glazier when, 

upon hearing Robert guess that the incoming stranger might be a Vertreter, he says, ‘tellingly’: 

‘Perhaps’ (DTS, 288). For exactly the same reasons as those stated in footnote 190, this and further 

page references to Die Uhren derive from the printed stage version of 1958, unless otherwise stated. 
205 ‘Das, was dem Werk zugrunde liegt, könnte man als die Erfahrung vom Zerfall der äußeren 

Wirklichkeit bezeichnen. Dieser Zerfall zerstört, die anfänglich noch vorhanden Reste einer 

bruchstückhaften Innerlichkeit und führt schließlich zum sinnlosen Durcheinander von Uhrenticken 

und Stundenschlägen als den Symbolen einer entleerten und mechanischen Zeiteinteilung’. 
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from preferring to examine the work from a socio-political standpoint. Instances of this have 

included analyses of broken identities and self-alienation (Dücker 1976, 62; Andersson 1979, 

81), of the quintessentially Hildesheimerian theme of guilt (Hanenberg 1989, 65), and even 

of what Hildesheimer might be trying to say about the institution of marriage (Lea 1997, 347-

348). But most authors, including those mentioned in the previous sentence, agree that time 

is the pivotal concept: Dücker speaks of its meaninglessness (1976, 62), Andersson of its 

uselessness (1979, 84), and Hanenberg of its abstract and impersonal nature, if not downright 

absence (1989, 65, 66). 

By ‘time’, these and other scholars usually mean ‘chronometric time’, and in that 

specific sense ‘time’ is indeed shown to be meaningless, useless, abstract, and impersonal. 

Even before the eponymous clocks tick furiously away, there are a number of derisive 

references to the foolishness of somehow trying to harness the irresistible force of time, or at 

least defuse its more corrosive effects, by means of precise timekeeping. Die Uhren opens 

with Robert asking Gertrude how much time has elapsed since it began to rain and when it 

will cease, and when she begins her reply with ‘Approximately…’, he ‘pedantically’ asks 

her to be precise (DTS, 273). Upon obtaining a wristwatch, Robert is prone to enthusiastically 

giving time updates, for no discernible reason (DTS, 293, 295, 297, 298).206 These artless 

attempts at domesticating time – ever fluid, uncontrollable, and impossible to grasp, both 

literally and figuratively – eventually engulf the couple’s personalities, fragile as they were 

at the outset (Licciardi 2016, 224, 228): before the salesman leaves, he instructs Robert on 

how to sound like a cuckoo clock, and, surely enough, Die Uhren ends with the couple inside 

 
206 This happens in the stage version, but not in the radio text. Significantly, while the different times 

he announces are in a chronologically correct sequence, they cannot be accurate, since according to 

his watch more than three hours elapse while the seller is in the house. 
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their clocks and essentially reduced to the condition of timepieces, joining in on the 

cacophonic crescendo with some unhinged clock sounds of their own (DTS, 299, 303). 

What remains after our collective illusion of objective time disintegrates? Puknus is 

not wrong to speak of ‘time-less, supratemporal “events”’ in the context of abstract and 

parabolic works like the Spiele (1978, 50); this is certainly an important aspect of these 

works, but in a way this view is complicit, like the readings of the commentators mentioned 

two paragraphs ago, with a conflation of time with chronometric time. This objection is based 

on the fact that the concept of time need not be discarded outright, but instead simply 

reformulated: what we see in Die Uhren, more explicitly than in Pastorale, is an engagement 

with the idea of lived time. Here, time is best understood not as an absent dimension but as a 

distorted one, even, as Lorenzo Licciardi apty writes, ‘dyschronic’ (2016, 227; see Licciardi 

2016, 223-228). For instance, unsure of what season they are in, the couple leaf through a 

calendar; in it, the circumstances of politicians’ deaths and other mishaps are listed, and these 

somehow give them clues as to how they might temporally locate themselves (DTS, 274). 

The salesman even goes a step further, changing the day with a bold gesture: ‘how good that 

today is not Sunday, but instead he goes to the calendar and tears off a few pages Monday!’ 

(DTS, 290). This incident is less salient in the radio version, because the salesman merely 

announces it is Friday and not Sunday (DU, 23), but the Hörspiel does include a perfect 

example of lived time that is absent from the play: upon being asked if it is spring yet, the 

glazier replies: ‘I don’t know. […] Anyway, it’s a matter of personal opinion’ (DU, 19). 

When chronometric time fails, then, lived time steps up, and it is ruled not by arbitrary 

conventions such as seconds, minutes, and hours but instead by more personal boundaries – 

such as one’s finitude. And it does not take too wild an imagination to interpret Die Uhren 
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as a build-up for the everlasting night. The inexorable, encroaching darkness of Die Uhren 

is meticulously orchestrated by the glazier, who is neither summoned nor to be resisted (Hill 

1976, 67). The panes of glass are darker than the night itself and, the glazier assures his 

involuntary customers, ‘unbreakable’ and ‘opaque’ (DTS, 282, 281). His grim intimations 

are abundant. The first thing the glazier says upon looking out the window is: ‘You had a 

fine view here’ (Hildesheimer 1958c, 178, emphasis added – hereafter SP).207 Sympathetic 

towards the hapless couple, he imparts that his own wife complains that she ‘cannot bear it 

any longer’; when Robert and Gertrude reply that they do not think they can do so either, the 

glazier ‘faces both of them’ and, in what can only be a dark reassurance, tells them: ‘It goes 

by faster than one thinks!’ (DTS, 281). At one point, the glazier ‘suddenly stops laughing and 

returns to his work’, saying that soon enough everything it will be ‘pretty quiet’ (DTS, 283). 

Once he finishes, everything becomes ‘completely dark’, and the salesman and he (who, it is 

revealed now, know each other very well and presumably work in tandem) laughingly take 

their leave together, ominously noting that the putty that holds the glass panes is to harden in 

the windows ‘to eternity’ and that the warranty is not just for one year, as Robert thought, 

but ‘for life’ (DTS, 299, 301, 302).208 

There certainly are some indications, as these examples show, of a rather teleological 

mindset – the idea of finitude in general, and of one’s own in particular, looms large in Die 

 
207 This, without the italics, is Hill’s translation (1976, 65). At first, I considered translating this 

passage more literally (something like ‘You had it good here’, the original being “Schön hatten Sie 

es hier”), the better to convey how applicable the German locution is to their lives in general. 
208 See also Hill 1976, 65-66. Both their chumminess and the onerousness of the time requirements 

are intensified in the stage version. In the Hörspiel, the glazier says he is not fussy about payment 

(DU, 36), whereas in the theatre play he says they are not fussy, and they chirpily add in unison: ‘Not 

us!’ (SP, 210). Another difference concerns the glazier’s warning not to touch the windows: the ‘nine 

hours’ of the radio version (DU, 35) are increased to ‘nine weeks’ in the published text (SP, 209). 

These two aspects are blended together when they announce the lifetime warranty: in the stage text 

they also laugh and merrily sing together ‘For life, for life!’ (DTS, 302).  
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Uhren, and the darkness that befalls Robert and Gertrude is clearly linked to it. However, 

and much like other works of similar tone and theme, such as Pinter’s A Slight Ache and 

Beckett’s All That Fall, a thanatological interpretation of Die Uhren really ought to be 

complemented by (and not virtually eclipse, as is normally the case) a proper understanding 

of the work’s striking thematisation of ageing and agedness. This brings us to another telling 

phrase in Wegener’s synopsis: ‘an aging couple’. It is interesting that, even though in Die 

Uhren (unlike what happens in the stage directions of Pastorale) no ages are given, either 

quantitative or qualitative (through an attribute, for example), the protagonists are often 

described as ‘aging’, or even ‘old’ (Licciardi 2016, 224).209 As has been mentioned in the 

end of subchapter 5.2, certain particularities make more sense when that is taken into account, 

particularities such as the tension that surfaces a couple of times concerning the couple’s 

childlessness, which is reminiscent of All That Fall, or their (as it happens related) wish to 

remain far from the madding crowd, which is in effect the key premise of disengagement 

theory (SP, 194). After all, what will they do once it gets dark? They will just sit by the fire 

and talk about ‘bygone years’ (DTS, 285). They are also defined by irremediable regret, be it 

due to the imminent prospect of dying without issue or – what, again, is very likely related – 

their failure to have obtained a ‘lamp’ to illuminate them in the darkness, for which it is now 

‘zu spät’, ‘too late’ (DTS, 291, 289). 

 
209 Hill uses the more specific adjective ‘middle-aged’ (1976, 63). This is accurate if we assume that 

they tied the knot around the customary age, because Gertrude pensively looks back on their civil 

wedding as having been twenty years ago, even though she feels like it has been twenty-five (DTS, 

291). Still, simply by reading how Hill briefly describes the protagonists, it is not hard to guess why 

other critics opt to describe them as ‘old’: ‘In Die Uhren the middle-aged couple Robert and Gertrud 

sit alone in their country house reminiscing, quarrelling, and watching the few people who approach’ 

(1976, 63). 
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The process of ageing is even addressed explicitly. Early on, Gertrude speaks dourly 

about ‘how time flies. – In the morning one is still young, – by tea-time one has aged in 

years’, to which Robert adds: ‘Not to mention the chess game in the evening’ (DTS, 274).210 

This excerpt conveniently encapsulates much of the foregoing: there is time’s blatant 

disrespect for puny mortals’ designs to measure and thereby contain it, or, in a word, the 

triumph of lived time; the haunting spectre of death in the form of a ‘chess game in the 

evening’, playing on a late medieval motif that Ingmar Bergman so successfully availed 

himself of in his 1957 film The Seventh Seal; and last but far from least, the preoccupation 

with ageing. 

Besides such unequivocal allusions, a number of symbolic references to ageing can 

easily be discerned. At one point, Gertrude talks about a ‘lamp’ that she wanted to buy ‘ten 

years ago’, but did not do so because Robert decided against it; by way of excuse, he claims 

that ‘[t]en years ago it was not that dark’, to which she replies: ‘It was dark enough’ (DTS, 

278). The stress here is on the gradual nature of darkness as opposed to its endpoint – a 

perspective that lends itself better to cogitations on the ambiguous process of ageing (when 

does it begin in earnest?) than the blunt fact of finitude. Also, the allusion to Robert’s 

reluctance in preparing for the darkness suggests denial, a prototypical attitude towards one’s 

ageing and finitude (Kübler-Ross 2009, 2) that is actually granted greater prominence in the 

radio version: after saying it was ‘dark enough’ already, Gertrude confesses that ‘one 

becomes scared’, to which Robert cockily replies: ‘Not me’ (DU, 7). 

 
210  ‘FRAU setzt sich auf den Stuhl am Fenster, halb zu sich: Und wie die Zeit vergeht. – Morgens 

ist man noch jung, – zur Teezeit um Jahre gealtert… 

 MANN Nicht zu reden von der Schachpartie am Abend.’ 
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Robert’s foolhardy bravado crops up again later, this time in both versions of the 

work, when he exclaims: ‘Nonsense! It’s not dark yet’ (DTS, 285). Gertrude argues that 

‘neither is it getting brighter’, and when the glazier butts in to point out that it is dawning, 

‘[i]n the horizon’, Robert is melancholy: ‘Here one can’t tell anymore’ (DTS, 285).211 In this 

simple and on the face of it prosaic exchange, we see the tension that underlies the whole 

play between the cyclical time that rules the day and the seasons (which take their respective 

courses independently of any given self) and the linear time that defines and ends with the 

mortal self: the sun will come out again, just not for us; the bountiful nature regenerates itself, 

but we, devoid of offspring, will not. As the salesman says (supposedly about the clocks), 

‘the old must give way to the new’ (DTS, 291).212 

That lapidary, oft-quoted statement is corroborated by the procession of people that 

pass within sight from the window – an understandable but crucial omission from Wegener’s 

necessarily bare account. These passers-by are usually mentioned because of how the couple 

vampirically leap at the chance of first inventing their backstories and then impersonating 

those imagined selves. Those frantic confabulations help pass the time, but they also amount 

to living by proxy; they become a means through which Robert and Gertrude temporarily 

dissociate themselves from themselves. It is a detrimental variety of meaning-making, not 

only because it is based on guesswork (that is to say, almost unbridled fiction) but especially 

because it is sparked by, and further fuels, a desire to abandon their own unpalatable realities, 

 
211 In the Hörspiel, Gertrude says ‘it’s getting dark’ and the glazier says ‘outside’ (DU, 16, 17). 
212 ‘[D]as Alte muß dem Neuen weichen’. In the radio text, the salesman is even more adamant: ‘the 

old must always give way to the new’ (DU, 24). Interestingly, the salesman himself seems to be 

outside of time (much like the couple from Landschaft mit Figuren), in keeping with his hollow, not-

quite-human personality. When the salesman is still just a gentleman in the distance, Robert and 

Gertrude ask the glazier, in quick succession, whether he looks ‘[o]lder’ or ‘[y]oung and elastic’, and 

the glazier simply, and ambiguously, replies: ‘Yes’ (SP, 189). 
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and by extension their own projects of self.213 This brief preface to the couple’s 

confabulations is important to understand the symbolic import of an understated but pivotal 

little moment that will be discussed presently. 

Going back to the passers-by, and their connection to the idea that ‘the old must give 

way to the new’, the first reported sighting is that of ‘a young couple’ (DTS, 283). What 

happens afterwards sets the tone for further sightings: the glazier places another pane of black 

glass, the stage ‘darkens a hue’, and he announces that the couple is ‘gone’ (DTS, 284). After 

the young couple, ‘two older men’ appear, then a ‘solitary lady, no longer very young’, a 

funeral train, a regiment of soldiers, a group of cyclists, and a circus (DTS, 286, 292, 295, 

297). 

These sightings are not perfectly arranged to form a strictly linear progression from 

young to old, but enough of them are compatible with such a logic to warrant further analysis. 

The young couple are followed by two older men, who are described as ‘business-like’ (DTS, 

292), which means that, despite their advancing years, they are still active members of 

society. After them comes a young woman, alone, no longer young, and whom the couple 

takes for a spinster or a widow, who is heading back to her fireplace and tea (DTS, 292). The 

disengagement from society becomes complete with the funeral procession, which includes 

some ‘shabby widows’; Gertrude asks if they were old, to which the glazier replies that they 

were ‘[i]n the worst age, if one can say so’ (DTS, 294). Robert hears the glazier’s gloomy 

reply and halts for a moment before speaking; first, he honours the memory of the departed 

 
213 The frailty of their selves – rarely missed in Hildesheimer criticism – is even more pronounced in 

a particular moment of the radio text. When the salesman, having rung the doorbell and waited for 

quite some time, admits to having thought that nobody was home. Robert says that people often think 

so, and, in the Hörspiel, Gertrude adds the following: ‘Sometimes even we think so’ (DU, 23). 
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with a solemn if formulaic sentiment, and immediately after that he turns to the salesman 

and, with ‘resolve’, says: ‘I’ll take the watch!’ (DTS, 294).214 

This moment is as close to a réveil mortel as these characters, little more than sentient 

puppets, can possibly aspire to experience. Henry in Embers is nearly crushed by its weight, 

Maddy in All That Fall attempts to flippantly wave it aside, and Robert in Die Uhren dives 

headlong into denial, finally embracing the clocks and their tale of sound and fury, signifying 

nothing; in the end, he prefers being distracted by the faux-precision and potential infinity (if 

one of the most vapid kind) that a fixation with impersonal chronometric time affords to 

being aware of the cruel reality that lived time, centred as it is on the self, must necessarily 

wind down to.215 The other shenanigans that go on beyond the confines of their living room 

– the senseless internecine wars, the cheap thrills provided by professional entertainment – 

no longer hold sway on the couple, who becomes less and less interested in extraneous 

developments, to the point that Gertrude snaps at the glazier for his now unsolicited updates: 

 
214  ‘FRAU am Fenster, zum Glaser: Ist der Leichenzug vorbei? 

 GLASER sieht hinaus: Die letzten schäbigen Witwen entschwinden dem Blick. 

 FRAU Waren sie alt? 

 GLASER Im schlechtesten Alter, wenn man so sagen kann. 

 MANN hat wieder einen Moment lang dem Glaser zugehört: Die Erinnerung sei dem 

Verstorbenen gnädig. Mit Entschluß zum Vertreter: Ich nehme die Uhr!’ 

 

Robert’s line is slightly different in the radio text, in intriguing ways: the first sentence is said 

‘casually’ (beiläufig), and the second one is said ‘closer’ to the microphone (DU, 29). The former 

aspect underlines both Robert’s detachment and his imperfect understanding of his own condition as 

an ageing human being, the latter the importance of this moment. 
215 While the claim, not uncommonly formulated, that Hildesheimer shows ‘the unchangeability of 

existence’ in Die Uhren (Dücker 1976, 63) is arguably inaccurate, considering, among other things, 

its thematisation of ageing – a milder hypothesis that takes this into account being to understand 

ageing as the one sad result of an otherwise empty passing of time (Andersson, 1979, 85) – Dücker’s 

phrase could be said to aptly describe what the protagonists seek to achieve through their wishful 

thinking. 
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‘Why should we care about the people outside!’ (DTS, 297). Theirs is the inner life – not of 

horizon-expanding contemplation, but of horizon-destroying solipsism. 

 

5.5.4. Conventional ageing and personal time in Landschaft mit Figuren 

While Die Uhren focuses mostly on chronometric time and the folly of timekeeping, there is 

a deliberate, sustained thematisation of ageing in the last Spiel, Landschaft mit Figuren 

(canonically listed as the second one, between Pastorale and Die Uhren, because that was 

the order in which the works were published in the 1958 collection). Following on the 

footsteps of the previous close reading, we could do worse than begin by quoting Wegener’s 

summary of the play: 

 

In a studio, Adrian the artist paints the portraits of three pretentious individuals also 

engaged in desultory reminiscences: Mrs. Sartorious, an aging coquettish society 

woman; Colin, her gigolo; and Herr von Ruhr, an elderly tycoon. In true farcical style 

Colin is locked in a golden cage and Herr von Ruhr climbs on a hobbyhorse. The 

characters become their own portraits, pass from middle to old age until they die, are 

neatly crated as panoptic figures with tissue paper, and sold to a collector. The 

interchange of light and dark is effected by a Lamartine-quoting glazier on a ladder 

who inserts mauve panes of glass into the studio windows. In the end the glass falls, 

bathing the stage in light and Adrian and his maidenlike wife Bettina are as young as 

they were in the beginning. (1967, 154) 
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This stage play was never adapted for radio, and already in this snapshot there are indications 

of why this work might be less amenable (at least in its original configuration) to such an 

adaptation. As in Die Uhren, there is also a glazier, yet the glass panes he installs are not 

black but a light violet hue (DTS, 244); strictly speaking, the idea is not to emulate the 

unmitigated darkness that is such a defining feature of his other Spiele – and that is, as has 

been mentioned, such a prototypically radiogenic device, having been famously exploited, 

for example, in the first British work written specifically for radio, Hughes’s 1924 A Comedy 

of Danger. Instead of an apocalyptic twilight and concomitant debasement of the sense of 

sight, then, there is actually, as Wegener points out, a play of light with shadow (see, e.g., 

DTS, 219) that is virtually impossible to effect in an aural medium. Furthermore, the 

protagonist of Landschaft mit Figuren is an artist who paints during the dramatic action. 

None of this, however, is necessarily anathema to the open-minded theoretician or 

the skilful practitioner of radio art. By 1958, Hildesheimer has had painters as protagonists 

in his Hörspiele (see An den Ufern der Plotinitza), and radio is not necessarily incompatible 

with an ersatz depiction of the most lavish of paintings, especially in the form of ekphrasis.216 

So, just like Beckett’s Krapp’s Last Tape, it is not a radio piece but, with the right changes, 

it might well have been, and as it happens it too was conceived in the midst of a prolific 

period of Hörspiel creation. Also, and again much like Krapp’s Last Tape, it is clear that 

Landschaft mit Figuren is informed not only by Hildesheimer’s experience and proficiency 

in radio art but also by the thematic universe of the (radio) works written immediately before 

 
216 See, e.g., Guralnick’s in-depth analysis of Howard Barker’s 1984 Scenes from an Execution (1996, 

3-28), which includes an appraisal of how it demonstrates that having a painting as the subject matter 

of a radio work not only is feasible but indeed can sometimes be most apt: ‘by a fine aesthetic irony, 

her [Galactia’s, the protagonist of Scenes of an Execution] Battle of Lepanto can never be as eloquent 

when visible on stage as when seen, though invisible, on radio’ (1996, 28). 
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it – hence its inclusion in the Spiele collection. Time, here as in the other Spiele, is the nub 

of everything, and once more it is misfunctioning (Licciardi 2016, 228-229). Similarly to Die 

Uhren, the conventional, chronometric understanding of time is of no use: a sleepy Bettina 

keeps walking in and asking what time it is, only to be systematically given contradictory 

answers (DTS, 206, 221, 229, 268). 

Superficially less brazen (with the notable exception of what happens between acts), 

but for the purposes of this dissertation more striking still, is the extent to which ageing and 

agedness dominate the dialogue in this play and even its main developments, namely the 

abovementioned transition between acts. It is no accident that they feature so prominently in 

Wegener’s synopsis: Frau Sartorius is an ‘aging’ woman, Herr von Ruhr ‘an elderly tycoon’, 

and they, along with the archetypal youth Colin, ‘pass from middle to old age until they die’, 

while ‘Adrian and his maidenlike wife Bettina are as young as they were in the beginning’. 

Moreover, it should be added that Wegener omits the key identifying traits of the collector, 

who is supposedly as old as Ruhr (DTS, 249) and described by Hill as ‘aged’ and as ‘an old 

man’ (1976, 63, 65). In fact, the notions of ageing and agedness are given such thematic 

weight that it could be said that there are at least three different ways of interpreting their 

problematisation in Landschaft mit Figuren: from a socio-political perspective, as in 

Pastorale; through the lens of stereotype, as in Hildesheimer’s Hörspiele of the early 1950s; 

and in accordance with the concept of lived time, as would be the case in later radio works, 

especially Monolog. 

Just as in the criticism of the other Spiele, the socio-political dimension of Landschaft 

mit Figuren has not gone unnoticed. For Dücker, for instance, the communication processes 

in Landschaft mit Figuren do not serve the dramatic development or any of the fruitful social 
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functions that communication is ordinarily understood to fulfil, but instead scenes such as 

when Adrian and the collector haggle over the price show how its purpose is to lay bare the 

structure of power and violence that underlies social interactions (1976, 59, 61). Also, more 

specific socio-political approaches have led to a number of class-oriented readings of the play 

(see, e.g., Dücker 1976, 59; Lea 1997, 175), which in general tend to invite interpretations of 

the outcome of the posing trio’s efforts as ‘a self-portrait of the bourgeoisie’ (Andersson 

1979, 73). 

More interesting for our purposes, however, is Andersson’s linking of those insights 

to the obviously deliberate depiction of aged characters. For Andersson, the conflict between 

the three upper-class ‘figures’ symbolises both ‘the change of generations’, whereby the 

meek wisdom of the old is supplanted by the ‘untamed spontaneity’ of youth, and the 

immutable laws of human nature, whereby the young inevitably – if often far from seamlessly 

– transition into old (1979, 73, 74-75). These twin forces of divergence (in the form of 

cyclical intergenerational strife) and convergence (whereupon the young inevitably become 

that against which they had formerly identified themselves) are also present in Pastorale – 

there too, as we have seen, these tensions are loosely anchored to notions of class and social 

rank – and represent a viable angle from which to approach Landschaft mit Figuren, given 

how neatly it reconciles the play’s undeniable socio-political dimension to the equally 

conspicuous thematisation of old age. 

Another way to explore this latter aspect is to compare this play to Hildesheimer’s 

Hörspiele of the mid-1950s, and as it happens there are many similarities – and a crucial 

difference. The similarities concern the depiction of the aged state and the ageing process in 

frankly stereotypical terms. The approximate age of the characters is given in the stage 



 

326 

 

directions, as in Pastorale, and, just like President Glinke, Frau Sartorius and Herr von Ruhr 

are fond of looking back on their youth, proud of their earlier vigour, and dour over their 

current state. Everything they say (and much of what is said to them) is laced with detrimental 

notions of their own agedness: some of the most banal conceptions of old age, namely that it 

is defined by the loss of all positive traits and is therefore perceived as an unmitigated and 

ongoing disaster, repeatedly find expression in their speeches. 

Herr von Ruhr is the oldest character, and (like the kindly Kaiser in Prinzessin 

Turandot, or the stuffy Hochhaus in Die Bartschedel-Idee, or the elderly tutors that the 

protagonist of Das Opfer Helena so despises) his age is his calling card; in fact, his senior 

status and its associated traits form the bulk of his identity. For example, he has, 

unsurprisingly, a conservative mindset, and dresses accordingly; upon his own admission, 

Herr von Ruhr is ‘old school’ – the kind of pater familias who settles on the armchair reading 

the newspaper and decries how ‘[o]ld age declines, youth threatens!’ (DTS, 231, 256).217 So, 

when Ruhr climbs onto a hobby horse and asks, more or less rhetorically, whether he looks 

like ‘the old man’, ‘the great old man’ (DTS, 233, 234), he reveals just how total his 

identification with the senex archetype is. 

Yet interestingly, and despite being a generation younger than Herr von Ruhr, Frau 

Sartorius too is chiefly defined by her age, or, perhaps better said, her putative excess of it.218 

She concedes she is ‘no longer young’, although she affirms that she feels ‘very young’, and 

 
217 ‘Das Alter fällt, die Jugend droht!’ (DTS, 256). The glazier shares some ideological affinities with 

Ruhr, especially when he talks of fighting the ‘decay’ of both ‘time’ and social mores (DTS, 266). 
218 This is the logical result of the combination of two factors: the fact that Sartorius, as an ageing 

woman, is depicted in a formulaic way; and the fact that ageing is perceived as a gendered 

phenomenon not only by older people themselves (Russell 2007, 187) but also, and just as 

importantly, by society at large, and treated as such – to the detriment, it is understood, of the ageing 

woman (Anderson 2019, 110). 
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later in the play she speaks of recalling her best years, ‘[n]ot without wistfulness!’ (DTS, 208, 

253, original emphasis). Bettina too remarks that Sartorius is ‘no longer young’ (yet another 

iteration of that phrase, which is well represented in Hildesheimer’s oeuvre), and Adrian 

bluntly tells Sartorius she is ‘[o]ld’; Colin, her lover, begins by flattering her, telling her she 

looks as though she has ‘rejuvenated’ by many years, but later ferociously attacks her for 

being ‘past her prime’ by comparing her to a ‘tree with annual rings, without leaves / Or 

fruit!’, and, more viciously still, to an ‘overripe fruit, soft and wormy’ (DTS, 210, 211, 216, 

228, 224).219 

In contrast to the run-of-the-mill depictions of agedness and its tired associations with 

obstinate reactionism and relentless deterioration that can be found in some of 

Hildesheimer’s earlier Hörspiele, though, it could be argued that in Landschaft mit Figuren 

such commonplace notions of ageing are lampooned, since they are embodied and voiced by 

what are essentially walking clichés. However, it should be mentioned that the play’s 

protagonists also add grist to the mill of the master narrative of decline. For instance, the idea 

of old age as a second childhood, so pivotal in Pastorale, makes a couple of muted 

appearances in this play as well, such as when Adrian says of Frau Sartorius that she ‘has the 

first youth behind her, the next one before her’, or, rather more subtly, when Bettina literally 

calls Herr von Ruhr an ‘old boy’ (DTS, 201, 210).220 

But perhaps the most thorough illustration of this can be seen when a fight breaks out 

between the living figurines and Bettina comes out with a whip to re-establish order. As she 

 
219 See also Sartorius’s poignant final speech, which is infused with rueful allusions to lost youth and 

the changes brought about by ageing (DTS, 261). 
220 The original German expression (alter Knabe) is just as idiomatic as its English counterpart, so it 

only acquires its connotation as a reference to a second childhood by dint of the thematic context into 

which it is inserted. 
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scares them back into their proper poses, Bettina gives them instructions on how to stand and 

look, and her orders reveal something of a fixation with age. She upbraids Herr von Ruhr for 

his inept compliance with her orders, telling him (darkly, if not menacingly) that ‘[w]e no 

longer have our whole lives ahead of us, old man, not a fraction of it, if you want to know 

the truth’ (DTS, 241-242) – knowing that Bettina does not age in the course of the play makes 

it even clearer that she really means ‘you’ and not ‘we’. She also tells Sartorius to smile ‘[i]n 

remembrance of younger years’, and to show fortitude despite the ‘hard and bad’ times that 

lie ahead, which she must bear with ‘pride’ (DTS, 241). Collin too, who is more of a stand-

in for youth than a person in his own right, is scrutinised through the lens of ageing (‘Have 

you lost your youthful smile, do you feel cheated of your enjoyment of your grey years?’), 

and even the poor hobby horse undergoes a similar treatment (DTS, 242, 247). 

What is more, death itself is an old man. The aged collector, who wears ‘old-

fashioned and shabby’ clothes and has white hair and a black coat (DTS, 249), plays ‘to some 

extent the role of death in a morality play’ (Hill 1976, 65). This allegorical dimension is very 

thinly veiled: he is never late and ‘takes [nature] wherever he finds it’; the flowers he gives 

to Bettina, plucked on the way to the couple’s house, have by then already turned into nothing 

but grass and leaves (DTS, 246, 249, 250). In fact, it would be unwieldy to provide a full list 

of intimations of his sinister nature in a single paragraph. When Collin is packed by Adrian, 

the collector sighs: ‘Thus life passes us by’ (DTS, 260). At one point, he ‘metamorphoses 

into a bald man with a croaking voice’ (Hill 1976, 65) and haggles over the price of the 

artworks, in a scene that has the hallmarks of a Mephistophelean pact (DTS, 263).221 The 

 
221 Even though Hildesheimer seems to have been fond of the name ‘Adrian’, which he had already 

given to several main characters before this one, it is clear that there is some affinity between the 

artistic protagonist of Landschaft mit Figuren and the composer Adrian Leverkühn in Thomas Mann’s 
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collector takes his leave with what is in essence a euphemistic slogan for mortality – ‘We are 

all awaited!’ – and suggests that his freshly purchased figurines might come to harm under 

his care (DTS, 265, 266). Be he the Grim Reaper or Old Nick, the fact that he comes for the 

manifestly aged models is an indication that old age is, again fairly stereotypically, presented 

as a stopover between life and death. 

Finally, and intriguingly in tension with the foregoing observations, a third way to 

interpret the theme of old age in Landschaft mit Figuren has to do with the concept of lived 

time. After all, this play is arguably best known for having its protagonists circumvent the 

tyranny of time – which, in most people’s imagination, is supposed to mete out old age to 

everyone, inexorably and more or less equitably. When the second act begins, everything 

looks the same as before the curtain fell, with a few exceptions: besides from the windows 

now being all violet (and the light having changed accordingly), Collin, Frau Sartorius, Herr 

von Ruhr, and even the glazier are ‘considerably older’; the models are, due to their suddenly 

advanced age, at pains to maintain their poses; and all three men now sport beards, although 

in terms of outward agedness both Adrian and Bettina remain ‘unchanged’ (DTS, 244). As 

in Die Uhren, time is out of joint: upon completing his work, a well-pleased Adrian ‘glances 

at the watch’ and declares these to have been ‘perhaps my best, most fruitful years’ (DTS, 

244). The reaction to the glazier’s announcement that ‘Mariä Lichtmess stands at the door’ – 

that is Candlemas, the Christian holy day that signals a time when the days become ‘visibly 

longer’ (New York Times 1863, 8) – is also noteworthy: 

 

 
Doctor Faust, who sells his soul to the devil in return for twenty-four years of earthly power (Mann 

1999, 264). 
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ADRIAN: Already? 

BETTINA almost at the same time: Only now? 

ADRIAN: Time flies. 

BETTINA: It crawls. (DTS, 245) 

 

Time is reified, made malleable and idiosyncratic, perceived in conflicting ways – not unlike 

the gelatinous walking metonym that is the matchseller in A Slight Ache. Its reification lends 

it weight, which mercilessly oppresses and bends the back (figuratively and quite literally) 

of the figurines, and even sonority: Bettina thinks she hears a noise, and reckons that 

‘[m]aybe it was just time, – Somewhat more casual: The hours rushing by, like heavy waves 

without foam’ (DTS, 243). 

For all this talk of ageing and time lapse, however, it is incontrovertible that 

Landschaft mit Figuren is also in many aspects informed by a certain resistance to change: 

as the glazier says when he looks out the window, ‘nothing has changed’, ‘[e]verything is as 

it was’ (DTS, 246, 247). Adrian and Bettina, after all, are impervious to time and its abiding 

changes, and indeed the last stage direction states that, because the coloured glass panes have 

fallen from the windows, ‘[t]he light is again as it was in the beginning’ (DTS, 269). But if 

there is an almost unnerving dimension of stasis in the play, that is because lived time is not 

properly ‘lived’ by any of these characters; they are characters, not people; they are not 

realistic depictions of selves, but allegorical personifications of certain qualities and ways of 

being in the world.222 Hildesheimer would undertake a more rigorous engagement with 

 
222 As Hildesheimer wrote in a letter to his mother, he manipulates his Spiele characters as if with 

wires (Braese 2016, 224). Starting from the next subchapter, however, it will become plain that this 

‘puppet master’ model would not form the framework of his subsequent works (Braese 2016, 224). 
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personal time, with actually lived time, a few years hence, as he began to create melancholy, 

rounder, more complex protagonists, for whom their own ageing becomes a metaphor for life 

itself – and in a way for the ageing of the world itself. 

 

5.6. The beginning of the end: aged by default in Monolog and later radio works 

 

5.6.1. A second ‘radical evolution’: solitude, world-weary melancholy, and regret 

In subchapter 5.5.1, we saw how the frenzy of activity that spawned Pastorale and other 

works that Hildesheimer would dub absurdist marked an important turning point in his artistic 

development. However, it was also established that there is enough continuity between those 

works and the ones that had preceded them for some commentators to plausibly argue that 

the Spiele do not represent that seismic a shift in Hildesheimer’s art. Indeed, according to 

Lea, the first major change of direction comes a couple of years after the Spiele: 

 

Hildesheimer’s oeuvre divides itself into three periods: a primarily satiric phase 

(1950-60), in which he produced short stories, plays for stage and radio, and a comic 

novel with serious undertones; a much darker period (1961-74), in which he wrote 

his two major works of fiction, Tynset and Masante, and other prose works of a 

monologic, retrospective nature; and an essayistic phase (1975-91), in which he 

published a large-scale psychobiography of Mozart and the ingenious mock 

biography Marbot: Eine Biographie (1981; Marbot: A Biography), as well as essays 

on literature and the arts, particularly his programmatic speech, The End of Fiction. 

(Lea 2000, 465) 
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Yet this is a rough chronology (and necessarily so, since it belongs to a brief entry in an 

encyclopaedia on German literature), and those temporal borders are far from watertight. 

Evidence of this can be found on the very next page, where Lea alludes to the disruptive year 

of 1957, which saw Hildesheimer begin to write ‘in a markedly darker vein’ (2000, 466) – 

this, as it has been mentioned, is precisely when he began to work on his Spiele. 

 Just as the Spiele signalled a change of tack but perhaps not a true sea change, the 

works that came after them certainly had a different style and even tone, but careful study of 

Hildesheimer and his pet themes will reveal the sprouting of those buds already in his radio 

works of the 1950s. The pivoting towards a solitary, melancholy anti-hero is foretold in 

works such as Die Bartschedel-Idee (Braese 2016, 186); and the fact that the characters 

‘allowed to survive’ in the Spiele ‘are those who never panic or become enraged’ (Hill 1976, 

91) tells us that, since the state of affairs remains terrible and the prospects are as dim as ever, 

the attitude is beginning to shift, rather logically, from self-righteous anger to a placid, even 

lethargic disillusionment. In fact, many of the key defining elements of Hildesheimer’s 

monologues of the 1960s, such as the relentless pessimism, the withering of intersubjectivity, 

and the disregard for social and chronometric benchmarks, are already discernible in his 1959 

introduction to Landschaft mit Figuren (TS, 820-821). The ‘formal and structural 

transformations’ in the 1960s towards a reflexive, inward-looking, monological prose, then, 

is buttressed by the ‘deep general scepticism’ of his satirical works, and the pessimistic 

outlook that colours them would logically lead to not only ‘resistance’ but also 

‘renunciation’, that is, the withdrawal of the ‘resigned melancholy’ from society (Puknus 

2016, 142-143). 
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Herrn Walsers Raben (conveniently broadcast in 1960, and so between the 1950s and 

the 1960s) functions as an interesting bridge between his earlier works – in which 

intersubjectivity, however faulty, always plays a role – and the ‘prose works of a monologic, 

retrospective nature’ that were about to come into existence. The protagonist of this well-

liked Hörspiel is another Adrian, this time surnamed Walser, who has inherited a fortune 

from an uncle. Outside his majestic house are several ravens, who are heard throughout the 

radio production. He leads a life of ease (even indolence) and seclusion and is looked after 

by his housekeeper Frau Borgwald, who tries in vain to coax him into having wholesome 

habits. Adrian is visited by his aunt Cosima, who prudently brings a bodyguard and claims 

to know that he murdered the rest of his family. With this she tries to blackmail him into 

marrying her daughter, thus securing a share of the inheritance. Adrian does to his nervous 

aunt, though, what he did to all the other cumbersome family members who had a claim to 

the fortune: he turns her into a raven by mumbling a secret incantation, which only works if 

the victim is somehow distressed. But the bodyguard turns out to be his uncle Nikolaus, who 

had served incognito many of the transmogrified family members, conveniently let them 

become ravens, been privy to the words that sealed their fate, and thus learned the trick as 

well. A battle of wits (and nerves) between Adrian and his uncle ensues, but it is Frau 

Borgwald (having obtained knowledge of the magic formula by eavesdropping) who steps in 

and manages to transform Adrian’s uncle into yet another bird. Adrian is thankful but also 

apprehensive; having shown impeccable composure throughout the dramatic action – and a 

knack for ruffling Adrian’s feathers, as it were – she clearly would have the upper hand in 

any confrontation between the two, and she uses this clout to make him live more healthily 

and responsibly. 
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 Even as brief a synopsis as this goes some way towards lifting the veil on a number 

of peculiarities of this work. Firstly, socio-political readings of this radio work are still 

feasible but, given the lack of direct references to German politics and society, much harder 

to pursue than was the case in earlier works of Hildesheimer’s (Bigelow 2016, 69). Secondly, 

and even though, as we have seen, Hildesheimer is not keen on exploiting the idiosyncrasies 

of the medium as often as someone like Beckett, this is a fairly radiogenic work. The caws 

of the hapless ravens heard throughout the radio production create an eerie soundscape; they 

are disquieting in a way that is superbly in harmony with the specific conditions which allow 

the spell to be successfully cast. In fact, the investment of words with this kind of power is 

itself radiogenic as well, as was noted in subchapter 5.5.2. Thirdly, Herrn Walsers Raben 

betokens the coming change in perspective to the first person by having a clear protagonist 

who is on the whole portrayed sympathetically enough, unlike what happens in the Spiele 

and the 1959 stage play Der schiefe Turm von Pisa – but similarly to what had been the case 

in Das Ende kommt nie, for example (Lea 1997, 99). 

 Perhaps less evident, though, is the thematisation of ageing or lateness, which in this 

radio piece is indeed much less important than in the Spiele. But there are several indications 

that time and agedness remain crucial themes for Hildesheimer. The time of year, as so often, 

is laden with meaning: it is said in the very beginning that the season is autumn, like in so 

many other works (DHS, 214). And in case the listener is not alert to the symbolism, Frau 

Borgward is only too happy to spell it out: ‘It is no longer summer, Mr Walser, but autumn. 

And if you don’t get up soon, it’ll be winter’ (DHS, 217). The stereotypical associations of 

old age with out-and-out decline also make an appearance: Adrian mocks his older aunt by 

praising her precious, time-defying neck, and he unsettles his uncle in preparation for his 
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spell precisely by playing on the latter’s supposed closeness to death by virtue of his 

advanced years (DHS, 221, 242). 

 Even more interesting for our purposes are the telling, if few and far between, 

allusions to the subjectivity of time and consequently of ageing. That familiar refrain – ‘time 

flies’ – surfaces here too, spiced, like a similar line in Die Uhren, with hyperbole: ‘Nowadays 

more happens between the evening and the morning than before between baptism and death 

(DHS, 220). But Adrian’s roguish lecture on the idea of one’s ‘best years’ to his exasperated 

aunt is perhaps the most significant of all such allusions: ‘Actually, my dear aunt, the “best 

years” are the critical ones. Time for a little interim balance, which to a certain extent already 

determines the final balance. And this – in my case in particular – won’t be that simple! […] 

And precisely for this reason I have decided to spend my years alone’ (DTS, 228, original 

emphasis).223 

 This is a rich little passage. In it, Adrian draws on the traditional understanding of 

human life as a continuum, but defies conventional wisdom by electing one’s ‘best years’ 

(Cosima meant to flatter Adrian, who is clearly in what is commonly called his young 

adulthood) as a time for contemplation – one of the established hallmarks of the transition 

into ‘old age’. And fittingly, with his adoption of the vita contemplativa comes his decision 

to abjure company and withdraw from the outside world – a model example of 

disengagement theory. This idea of disengagement is already discernible in trace amounts in 

Hildesheimer’s radio art of the 1950s. In Das Atelierfest, the protagonist is only too happy to 

 
223 ‘ADRIAN: […] In Wirklichkeit, liebe Tante, sind die “besten Jahre” die kritischen. Zeit zu einer 

kleinen Zwischenbilanz, die bis zu einem gewissen Grad bereits die endgültige Bilanz bestimmt. Und 

diese wird – vor allem in meinem Fall – nicht ganz einfach sein! […] Und eben deshalb habe ich 

beschlossen, meine Jahre allein zu verbringen’. 
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escape from his perpetual party by switching apartments with his next-door neighbours and 

staying there indefinitely, and Die Bartschedel-Idee ends with Florian fed up with a prank 

that became too real and time-consuming, and decides to abandon it and his milieu by 

travelling. There is also the faintest of allusions to the joys of disengagement in Pastorale, 

when the ageing twins look forward to discussing a matter at leisure in winter, ‘[w]hen it’s 

warm inside’ (SP, 56). In truth, though, disengagement would only become a truly defining 

feature of Hildesheimer’s radio art in the 1960s. 

Those radio works also tend to lend themselves perfectly to explorations of notions 

of relative (because personal) time. In the radio work Unter der Erde (1962), for example, 

they have a sizable impact on the plot. A couple finds an underground gateway in their 

garden, and the man decides to explore. When the woman confronts him after he only comes 

back three weeks later, he claims he was held up by the existence of an underground castle, 

and he is categorical about how time is experienced below ground level: ‘For me those 

weren’t three weeks. For me it was a day and a night’ (DHS, 257-260). She then plays the 

same trick on him, claiming that the four weeks she was away felt like ‘only a couple of 

minutes’, or perhaps a few days (DHS, 266). Both of them are lying, each having emerged 

soon after they went in. When they do find themselves trapped underground, their bickering 

and finger-pointing give way to a strange calmness and then euphoria; they declare that they 

see the underground palace and that they ‘have time, plenty of time!’ (DHS, 280). They 

manage to escape, and, right at the end, she proposes that they not act ‘as though time hangs 

heavy on our hands’ (DHS, 283) – a literal translation of als sei uns die Zeit lang geworden 

being ‘as though time has become long for us’. 
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In the same year as Unter der Erde, however, came the much better-known 

Nachtstück, one of the few Hildesheimer works that have been published in English – 

translated, as it happens, by the author himself, who titled it ‘Nightpiece’.224 It should be 

made clear that, just as Beckett’s Krapp’s Last Tape and Rockaby are briefly examined in 

this dissertation despite not having been conceived for the airwaves, Hildesheimer’s 

Nachtstück is first and foremost a stage play. Once again similarly to what happens with 

those two Beckett plays, however, Nachtstück is discussed here due not only to its importance 

in Hildesheimer’s artistic development but especially to its formal and thematic kinship with 

his radio art. In fact, the première of Nachtstück in Düsseldorf was recorded, adapted, and 

broadcast in 1963 – Stanley seems to be virtually the only prominent critic even aware of this 

(1993, 80-81).225  

The dramatis personae section of Nachtstück famously tells us that the protagonist is 

‘a man who wants to sleep’ (Hildesheimer 1967a, 278 – hereafter NP), and that the action 

takes place in his bedroom. The play begins with his nightly rite, or what he calls his 

‘preparation’, which consists of going through a list of tasks: switching off the bathroom 

light, closing the shutter, drawing the curtains, looking under the bed, and locking the door. 

 
224 Unlike the Spiele, after all, this is ‘a play in which it is already dark’ (Jehle 2003a, 120). For the 

sake of convenience, the English version (NP) will be used when quoting this work. As always, 

however, the original German (in TSUAT) will be referred to wherever circumstances call for greater 

scrutiny of word choice. 
225 A narrator (voiced by Hildesheimer himself) was included to read out most of the stage directions. 

Many lines were omitted (e.g., TSUAT, 80-81, 84, 92, 94, 105-106), but otherwise it is the same text. 

Despite these adaptations (most of the few changes to the directions were designed to make the now 

aural text slightly more intelligible), and given the desirability of judging radio art as an artform in 

its own right, it is questionable whether this semiotically unsound, almost makeshift radio production 

of Nachtstück ought to be considered a ‘proper’ Hörspiel, or even a Hörspiel at all. I should also add 

that a few of the omissions (which include, or rather exclude, a couple of references to the 

protagonist’s agedness) are rather consequential, such as that of one of the instances of réveil mortel: 

‘Ich werde es niemals vergessen. Nachts sah ich dann in den Spiegel. Ich war grau geworden, und 

meine Augenhöhlen hatten sich vertieft’ (TSUAT, 101). 
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Since he is unable to sleep, haunted as he is by nefarious memories, he resorts to a panoply 

of sleep-inducing drugs, of different potencies and effectiveness. His solitude is disrupted 

first by his telephone (which he does not pick up, because, in his words, it is ‘never for me’) 

and then by a burglar, who despite the poor protagonist’s substandard efforts (he 

misremembers having locked the front door, and elects not to lock the bedroom door lest he 

trap someone inside) has broken into his home. He had long expected the intruder, and holds 

him at gunpoint while stripping him of his belongings and tying him up. As the tenant prattles 

on more or less monologically – here describing his drug-taking routine, there revisiting a 

terrible memory – the burglar secretly and gradually manages to free himself. The burglar 

then looks on in amusement at the raving protagonist, listening to the ghastly reminiscences 

he feverishly narrates. They include an official ceremony where Beethoven’s Ninth 

Symphony was sung, the last movement of which intruder and tenant sing together, the one 

mirthfully, the other despairingly. The nameless protagonist staggers on until he finally falls 

asleep. The burglar inspects his surroundings, makes himself at home, robs the unconscious 

protagonist blind, and generally strips the bedroom bare. He then places one of the mysterious 

calls that the protagonist complained of constantly receiving, and as the curtain falls the 

burglar is breakfasting ‘leisurely’ (NP, 313). 

Even from this slight precis the shift in tone is noticeable: gone is the relative light-

heartedness of the satirical gusto with which Hildesheimer expressed his anger towards the 

state of things. In Nachtstück, the Hildesheimer anti-hero begins his descent into ‘solipsistic 

delusion’ and a rather radical sort of epistemological scepticism (Puknus 1978, 75-76, 74). 

These, as we have seen in earlier chapters, are actually profoundly radiogenic features, and 
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they represent a foretaste of what makes Monolog (a work that shares these and many other 

touchstones with Nachtstück) so suitable for the medium of radio. 

But the looming threat of solipsism does not mean that politics is completely crowded 

out of the author’s mind by more existential worries: critics have been quick to point out how 

historically rooted, and politically charged, this play is (Dücker 1976, 75; Hanenberg 1989, 

107; Stanley 1993, 99). Vital for these cogitations are the twin themes of sleep and guilt: the 

desire to slumber and the impossibility to do so. Already in Herrn Walsers Raben – where 

Adrian, right at the beginning, sings the praises of sleep (DHS, 214) – guilt is identified as 

both a matter of paramount importance and the reason why he is unable to sleep (DHS, 240). 

Similarly, the protagonist of Nachtstück wishes for ‘someone to listen to me. To rid myself 

of all the terror so that I’ll be absolutely empty when sleep finally comes’ (NP, 296). 

These themes are in turn intimately connected to that of ageing. For instance, it 

comes, in its stereotypical guise, to the aid of the suffering protagonist: ‘My memory is 

beginning to fail me. […] Thank God!’ (NP, 287). In the light of the theme of old age in 

general, and of disengagement theory in particular, his hermetic isolation from society 

(Dücker 1976, 73; Puknus 1978, 72) makes all the more sense, just as the gnawing of guilt is 

handsomely complemented by lived-time conceptions of agedness – most obviously by the 

notion of old age as irremediable regret. 

Our old friend the réveil mortel can also illuminate crucial moments, such as when 

the man recalls the aftermath of the ‘frightful experience’ of watching all the Catholic bishops 

parading in the streets of Rome: ‘When I looked into the mirror that night, I discovered the 

first gray hair on my head. (The burglar has turned away and yawns.) And a slight trembling 

of my hands. (Looks at his hands.) I’ve never got rid of it’ (NP, 295). ‘Yes, that was a frightful 
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experience – but it wasn't the most frightful one’, he says (NP, 295); the dubious honour 

seems to go to a procession in Paris of the generals’ widows. They were ‘all over seventy 

and thin as rakes – they were like great big black spiders. (Interrupts himself and shuts his 

eyes.)’, and ‘with every step they threw up their skirts (shakes his head as if trying to shake 

off this unpleasant memory) so that you could see their stockings and their bloomers, all 

black’ (NP, 298). These vivid images are upsetting to the burglar as well, who, 

uncharacteristically, ‘nervously’ orders him to stop talking (NP, 298). But he goes on, 

describing, with masochistic relish, what amounts to the personification of old age as the 

antechamber to death: ‘around their legs there was a ring of thin, shrunk, shriveled grayish-

yellowish-white skin! (Hides his face in his hands.)’; ‘[t]heir lips were stiff, there wasn't any 

red, there was nothing but a straight colorless slit where we have a mouth’; ‘[t]heir hair was 

stringy and gray. (Sits down on the bed and shuts his eyes to dispel the image.) And – and 

the crowns of their skulls were getting bald, the naked skin was shining through – yellow-

white’ (NP, 298-299). This ‘frightful sight’ shook the man to his very core: ‘I shall never 

forget it. That night when I looked into the mirror, I saw that I had gone gray, and (touching 

his eyes) my eye sockets had deepened’ (NP, 300). One would be hard pressed to find a more 

fitting illustration of the hallmarks of the réveil mortel, that is to say, the transformative 

power of the experience, the gloomy nature of the insight it viscerally instils, and the 

concomitant (here actually both manifest and instant) agedness. 

There are also, of course, more conventional ways of establishing that this is in fact 

‘an old man’ (Licciardi 2016, 235). In fact, he certainly identifies himself as such. A general 

first indication of this – ‘Time is running out’ – is later unequivocally corroborated by his 

memories of serving in the world wars: ‘Not voluntarily, naturally. Don’t think that! […] But 
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I made the best of it. I was young then. […] Now I am old and don’t make the best of 

anything’ (NP, 280, 289). His agedness is further acknowledged (and rued) in another 

nostalgic recollection: ‘Yes, in those days, in Rome, I wasn’t resigned yet, I was (swallows 

a tablet) young then, I was (takes a mouthful of water) full of hope (second tablet), I was still 

in my prime (mouthful of water), I felt alive (interrupts himself) – no, not that. (Mouthful of 

water.) No’ (NP, 292). 

Inseparable from all this is the man’s ‘obsession’ with time (Licciardi 2016, 235). 

The first thing that happens in the play is that the protagonist ‘looks at the clock’ and 

establishes that it is ‘[t]en o’clock. My hour. The hour of preparation’ (NP, 279). Like in Die 

Uhren, clock-time is in the spotlight, but very much unlike the earlier work, Nachtstück 

imbues clocks with an actual purpose. They tell the time, and the time, as ever, is ‘late’ – 

close to midnight, that ambivalent threshold which both heralds a brand-new day and 

(perhaps even more significantly in Hildesheimer’s case) signals the end of the day, if not of 

days. His pocket watch slightly contradicts the clock: ‘Not yet. Another two minutes’ (NP, 

279); the alignment between impersonal and personal time is not perfect, but one can be 

oriented by the former well enough. Tellingly, the man’s last action before succumbing to a 

not wholly unambiguous slumber is to pick up his pocket watch, wind it, and put it down 

again (NP, 310). The symbolic force of time (of the day, week, year) and the concomitant 

process of ageing, while far from negligible in the Spiele, becomes ever more apparent from 

Nachtstück onwards.226 

 
226 Some little time-related nuggets are somewhat lost in translation. For instance, the man twice 

savours repeating the word morgen (TSUAT, 80, 93), yet he is using that word in different senses each 

time, and Hildesheimer translates it accordingly: first as ‘morning’ and then as ‘tomorrow’ (NP, 279, 

292). His penchant for polysemic morgen might be conceived as grist to the mill of an interpretation 

of time in Nachtstück as cyclical. Notwithstanding, it is clear that for the man both tomorrow and the 
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Specifically, this ‘onwards’ points to Monolog and Tynset, as the ‘man who wants to 

sleep’ is unfailingly seen as the ancestor of those monological works (Stanley 1993, 99). 

Nachtstück sets precedents that will be religiously taken up by the speakers of those two later 

works: the ritualistic preparation for sleep; the possibly guilt-fuelled insomnia; the problem 

of intersubjectivity and miscommunication, which is not helped by the presence of a 

telephone; the harking back to a foggy past; and even the relative company provided by the 

furniture (Dücker 1976, 72; Hanenberg 1989, 108; Puknus 2016, 147). 

Naturally, there are important differences between Nachtstück and Monolog – for 

one, there is no intruder in the latter (Hanenberg 1989, 108). Another key dissimilarity is 

more a matter of intensity: there is an even more consuming preoccupation with ‘the weight 

of the past’ and, it more or less follows, with old age (Puknus 1978, 77). Thus, the ‘man who 

wants to sleep’ sets the stage perfectly for the speaker of Monolog, a Hörspiel of utmost 

importance for this dissertation due to its explicit and complex thematisation of ageing. 

 

5.6.2. The many paradoxes of ageing in Monolog 

There is one great problem with the radio work Monolog, wholly extrinsic to its merits and 

failings, that must be addressed before all else: as if it were not enough that it was conceived 

for an often overlooked medium, it was followed by Tynset, a widely-acclaimed prose work 

that incorporated much from the earlier Hörspiel. As Stanley explains, Martin, the protagonist 

of Monolog, ‘is a reflective narrator; except for his name, he is similar to the anonymous 

narrator of Tynset. Indeed, the majority of his soliloquy appears again in that work, published 

 
morning signify a time of respite, be it temporary (the reading of choice for those of the cyclical 

persuasion) or permanent (for the discerning thanatologist). 
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a year later. As a result, this thematic variation has received little critical attention’ (1993, 

84). Paradigmatic of this indifference is Lea’s assessment of Monolog as a draft or 

‘apprentice piece’ for the later book (1997, 221). 

 However, sufficient dissenting voices of note have spoken out in its favour to rescue 

it from scholarly oblivion. It has been deemed ‘hardly inferior’ to the much-lauded Tynset 

(Puknus, 1978, 76-77), and also, while possibly a ‘side product’ of the longer prose piece 

that would be published shortly after the first broadcast of the radio piece (Pflaumbaum 2014, 

128), sufficiently distinct from Tynset to be plausibly perceived as a ‘standalone work’ 

(Hanenberg 1989, 108). This is the reasoning that informs the stance taken in this dissertation, 

which combines a thorough analysis of Monolog with a deliberate disregard of the kindred 

work that would follow it a year later.227 

 Like Nachtstück, Monolog begins with an ageing, solitary speaker who is readying 

himself for his Nachtstunde, or ‘nocturnal hour’ (DHS, 287). But here he does not go about 

his room, ticking off items from a checklist: the entire universe of the Hörspiel is confined 

to the speaker’s bed, where he lies and from which he shows no intention of budging. He 

simply gives himself over to hazy reminiscence, to fantasies of disembodiment, and to sundry 

other reflections. His only bridge to the outside world is the telephone, but he does not use it 

to call anyone. Instead, he uses it to listen to pre-recorded messages on a variety of topics. 

He likes factual reports concerning weather and traffic best, and shows disdain for the 

spiritual counselling that is also available through the airwaves. Suddenly, and to his surprise, 

 
227 An exception had to be made for the critical commentary on Tynset concerning ageing –of great 

import to this dissertation, for obvious reasons – which is centred on the part of Tynset that had one 

year earlier surfaced, almost verbatim, as Monolog and is therefore eminently relevant to this 

subchapter. 
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his phone rings: the caller is someone called Helga, who addresses him as Martin228 and 

claims to be his former lover. This he does not remember, but he manages to anticipate most 

of what she quasi-monologically tells him, because she speaks in clichés and her life itself is 

essentially a patchwork of clichés. At one point, he hangs up on her. Having decided to make 

a clean breast of things, he then attempts to call her back, but instead gets another Helga – in 

the radio text named ‘Helga 2’ – on the other end. The tables are turned: her he remembers, 

although he professes not to; she claims he left her, and not, as ‘Helga 1’ does, that it 

happened the other way around; and this time it is she who hangs up on him. Our placid hero 

is not thereby greatly discomfited, however, and he goes back to his telephonic reports and 

to his daydreaming. 

 This Hörspiel, as virtually every other work by Hildesheimer, has been subjected to 

its fair share of socio-political readings. Monolog’s emphatic criticism of the Christian church 

and its teachings is often highlighted (Andersson 1979, 64, 70-71), and it has even been 

interpreted as part of a broader attempt to grapple with the Nazi past (Stanley 1993, 84). 

Related to this is the recurrent theme of guilt, which here too comes into view (DHS, 314) – 

not, as in radio works from the 1950s such as Das Ende kommt nie, Prinzessin Turandot, 

Pastorale, or Die Uhren, in the form of parody and finger-pointing, but instead, and 

following the example set in the early 1960s by Herrn Walsers Raben and Nachtstück, as an 

exercise in critical self-analysis by the protagonist himself. Martin’s attempt to come to terms 

 
228 Not all critics take this at face value – mostly, in all likelihood, because the narrator of Tynset 

remains nameless. It is true that the protagonist somehow manages to neither corroborate nor correct 

his interlocutor (DHS, 299), and he never actually states his name. However, in the second phone call 

he does say that there appear to be ‘a few Martins’ – suggesting both that he doesn’t know this ‘Helga’ 

and that he is indeed called Martin. Be that as it may, the moniker ‘Martin’ will be used hereafter, for 

the sake of clarity and convenience if nothing else. 
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with his past (Dücker 1976, 75) has also, and not without reason, been understood to evoke 

contemporary German history (Hanenberg 1989, 111). 

At any rate, and again as in those other two works from the first half of the 1960s, the 

main character’s less-than-clear conscience robs him of his rest, as sleep increasingly eludes 

him: ‘I am too often awake, all the sounds keep me up, all the sounds, few from outside, but 

many from inside’ (DHS, 298). Here, even more than in Nachtstück, his burden is one that 

he tries to rid himself of by forgetting – when he mentions that his memory is failing, he adds 

that perhaps that is for the best (DHS, 299) – rather than by working through it (Puknus 1978, 

78); this is why Hanenberg has read the musings of disembodiment that close Monolog as a 

longing not for Nothingness but for release from the time continuum, freedom from history 

itself (1989, 112). 

 In Monolog, there is also more than a nod to a notion dear to Hildesheimer: the 

alienated and alienating quality of language and what that says about the reality we live in 

(Puknus 1978, 79; Andersson 1979, 112-113). Helga 1’s hackneyed speech and standardised 

life story (details of both of which are predicted by an ostensibly unknowing Martin with 

uncanny accuracy) denote the triteness and sameness of ordinary life, or what Dücker terms 

Immergleichheit, or ‘ever-sameness’ (1976, 75).229 Her acephalous parroting of banalities is 

simply a symptom of a lack of proper individuality, which necessarily leads to a failed 

intersubjectivity, and this in turn prompts visitations from the spectre of solipsism (Dücker 

1976, 75-77; Lea 1997, 222). 

 
229 That applies to the outside world at large as well, as Martin makes clear when he reckons that there 

is nothing new about the news, ‘only the old, garnished with new names’ (DHS, 297). 
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This solitude, then, is inevitable.230 The only question is whether Martin simply 

resigns himself to it (Dücker 1976, 77) or actively seeks it out (Puknus 1978, 79) – as it has 

been established, Monolog further refines the claustrophobic if imperfectly sealed 

environment of Nachtstück (Puknus 1978, 77), wherein any intrusion, be it a burglar or a 

phone call, is unwelcome. Paradoxically, he cultivates his detachment by only assigning 

value to news about external phenomena like the weather; admittedly, such things do pertain 

to ‘something that happens outside’, but indeed ‘preferably outside of the world, above it, 

above the plains, the seas and the mountains, in the atmosphere’ (DHS, 291). 

Intersubjectivity, then, is anathema to the protagonist; after all, he uses his telephone not to 

hear about other people – let alone to actually talk with someone – but instead to ‘eavesdrop’ 

(DHS, 291) on what is essentially a collection of sterile, impersonal facts about material 

things, repeated ad infinitum. So, it comes as no surprise that, towards the end of the Hörspiel, 

after the second call, he happily quotes William Blake: ‘Damn braces: Bless relaxes’ (DHS, 

316), thus signalling his unapologetic contentment with his isolation (Lea 1997, 222). The 

problem of solitude, so poignantly broached by Herr von Ruhr in Landschaft mit Figuren and 

deemed unresolved by him even after a lifetime (Andersson 1979, 109), is self-assuredly 

solved by Martin in anticlimactic fashion: ‘he retreats conclusively to his bed’ (Stanley 1993, 

84). 

 
230 There is a strong undercurrent of determinism that reinforces this notion. Martin could not be 

clearer about it, especially when rummaging the past: ‘Possibilities! Are there ever possibilities? – 

No – they were apparent possibilities […] – in fact nothing but deception’ (DHS, 288-289). In an oft-

quoted passage, he goes on to remember an incident in a labyrinth: in early spring, a group young 

people laughingly search for the exit, but ‘it got darker, they continued searching, but they weren’t 

laughing anymore’, until an attendant came to lead the now ‘mute young people’ out of the maze 

(DHS, 289). Martin is no longer young, so he stands (or lies) stock still; he knows better than to run 

around looking for what is not there. 
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 It is worthwhile noting how well the notion of an inexorable process of withdrawal 

from society that is both imposed upon the subject (due to the impossibility of establishing 

meaningful intersubjective connections, symptomatically evident in Helga 1’s platitudes and 

Martin’s deceitful dealings with Helga 2) and actually sought after by him can be illuminated 

by reference to disengagement theory. Just as the researchers who devised that theory 

associate the ‘aged state’ with a life space that is ever shrinking, attribute plenty of agency to 

the ageing individual in his process of disengagement from society, and deem ‘a more self-

centered and idiosyncratic style of behavior’ the consequence of that process of 

disengagement (Cumming et al. 1960, 31, 34, 35), Martin has circumscribed his world to his 

bed and his dealings with fellow human beings to the rare telephone call, and his self-

satisfaction at this state of affairs is not only openly declared but also manifestly genuine. 

Like Dan in All That Fall, Martin’s mind is made up – the one hastens home to draws the 

blinds, the other snugly slinks into his mattress: ‘Yes –, I’m getting old, I feel it as I lie here 

– the hollow in the mattress deeper and deeper, and the years shorter and shorter – and the 

bed ever softer’ (DHS, 287).231 

 This short excerpt is just one among countless examples that show how explicitly 

Monolog thematises ageing. In fact, here is how the Hörspiel begins: ‘SPEAKER near, softly: 

… Now – now I am becoming old, now it begins. Always now, always at this nocturnal hour 

– Pause – always between eleven and twelve – that is when ageing takes place in me – the 

nightly act – and I the willing victim’ (DHS, 287).232 

 
231 As in the Rooneys’ case, Martin’s isolation (as well as that of Nachtstück’s protagonist) is not only 

closely linked to his advancing years but also fortified by reproductive sterility, as he has no offspring 

(Dücker 1976, 83). 
232 ‘SPRECHER nah, leise: … Jetzt – jetzt werde ich alt, jetzt beginnt es. Immer jetzt, immer in dieser 

Nachtstunde – Pause – immer zwischen elf und zwölf – da vollzieht sich an mir das Altern – der 
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In Monolog, ageing is a complex, rather mysterious – and, as the last phrase of this 

quotation shows, ambivalent (Goll-Bickmann 1989, 224) – process that occurs both fast and 

slow, suddenly and unperceptively, universally and personally. First, Martin likens his ageing 

after each day to the jump of the minute hand of the station clock (DHS, 287), which instead 

of moving continuously simply leaps once a minute.233 A more elegant symbiosis cannot be 

imagined than that between this prototypical image of chronometry and the understanding of 

ageing from a chronometric perspective – that is, the idea that ageing ought to be 

mechanically segmented into discrete, universal units, whose more commonsensical 

divisions (the day, the year) are dictated by infinitesimal and arbitrary ones (the minute, the 

second). 

In the very next moment, however, Martin speaks of ageing in more personal, even 

visceral terms as an ongoing process, a surreptitious transformation: ‘I feel a hum, a flow, a 

gentle pull, a gradual passing away – I feel how I age under my skin. But the skin, it also 

ages. And my breath ages. Pause. Old breath’ (DHS, 287).234 This too is a striking image: it 

is perhaps the first instance in Hildesheimer’s work of a proper, intimate account of ageing 

as an embodied, and therefore holistic, phenomenon. 

But the paradoxes continue, as Martin slips out of these intricate reflections on ageing 

according to the precepts of lived time to indulge in more stereotypical ruminations related 

 
allnächtliche Akt – und ich das willige Opfer’. It bears mentioning that ‘when ageing takes place in 

me’ might just as well be translated as ‘when ageing happens to me’, although that specific attempt 

to give expression to the original sense of helplessness and lack of agency may risk overstating it 

somewhat. Incidentally, the verb ‘vollziehen’, meaning ‘to fulfil’, causes that phrase – ‘sich an jdm. 

vollziehen’ – to be used rather often in the context of religious praise. 
233 While a necessary feature of mid-twentieth century clockmaking (Stollorz 1992), this peculiar 

mechanical design survives in the railway stations of German-speaking countries to this day. 
234 ‘[I]ch spüre ein Summen, ein Fließen, einen sanften Sog, ein allmähliches Vergehen – ich spüre 

mich unter der Haut altern. Aber die Haut, die altert auch. Und mein Atem altert. Pause. Alter Atem’. 
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to agedness. Namely, his train of thought takes him to his deteriorating mind, a token of the 

cognitive decline commonly associated with old age: ‘Not to speak of my thoughts –, if what 

I think should really still be called thoughts, these splinters, these fragments […] My memory 

declines, everything disappears, people, events, friendships, love affairs, everything’ (DHS, 

287). He expresses amazement at forgetting some details pertaining to a certain memory – 

‘Should I now also to forget also places and landscapes and buildings?’ – and later laments 

the dwindling number of memories at his disposal to ‘feed’ his sleep with (DHS, 289, 298). 

Sometimes, this type of plaint might merely lurk between the lines: at one point, 

Martin recalls a ‘female voice’ that calls something out to him, but even though the woman 

is near him, ‘a wind blows, it carries her words away’ (DHS, 288); that wind, for all we know, 

could simply be the white noise of old age engulfing the ever-fading sounds of things past. 

The evocation continues, ornamented at length and accompanied by the background sounds 

he describes, but he ruins it all with what he calls a ‘banality’: 

 

[…], the sky is grey… 

Background fades out suddenly. 

… the sky grey – yes, this last banality obliterates the image: grey autumn sky. 

Earlier, the sky was blue, but the blue has become washed out, shabby, and now the 

sky is grey. Pause. I throw away the image – I lay it aside, I am here again, in bed, I 

get back to the passing of time, it is between eleven and twelve in the evening, I carry 

out my daily task of ageing […]. (DHS, 288)235 

 
235  ‘[D]er Himmel ist grau… 

Hintergrund ruckartig ausgeblendet. 
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Here is a further intimation of his present agedness, and his phlegmatic acceptance of it (Goll-

Bickmann 1989, 226), clothed with the almost see-through guise of metaphor. The word 

‘now’ blends the literal grey sky of his memory with the figurative grey sky in Martin’s 

current horizon; the innocuous commonplace that is the ‘grey sky’ summons the theme of 

old age, tainting the fondly remembered past with the unsavoury present and thus jolting him 

out of his reverie – the opposite of Proust’s madeleine moment, an involuntary awareness of 

the here-and-now and its pressures on mortal flesh. 

 This could be said to be a valid way of defining the réveil mortel, and indeed there is 

a perfect example of it in Monolog, one that manages to be even more explicit than the ones 

found in Nachtstück. Concluding his narration of the labyrinth episode (see footnote 230), 

Martin talks of how the erstwhile jolly young people who had become trapped in the maze 

were told how to come out of it, ‘and they came out again, slowly, one by one, disillusioned, 

their eyes clouded by a brief horror, as if they had looked death in the face. Pause. They 

probably did, too’ (DHS, 290).236 And so did Martin – at some point prior to the dramatic 

action, judging, among other things, from his opening gambit. His end too will come, 

eventually, even if not just yet: as he visualises the weather report he just heard, he sees a 

warning sign covered in snow, and ‘[n]owhere a horizon. Pause. But it hasn’t come to that. 

The snow hasn’t fallen yet’ (DHS, 294). Still, he knows his fate is sealed: ‘The plan has been 

 
… der Himmel grau—ja, diese letzte Banalität löscht das Bild aus: grauer Herbsthimmel. 

Früher, da war der Himmel blau, aber das Blau ist verwaschen, fadenscheinig geworden, und 

jetzt ist der Himmel eben grau. Pause. Ich verwerfe das Bild—ich lege es weg, ich bin wieder 

hier, im Bett, steige wieder ein in das Verstreichen der Zeit, es ist zwischen elf und zwölf 

Uhr nachts, ich erledige mein tägliches Pensum an Altern’. 
236 ‘[U]nd da traten sie wieder hervor, langsam, einer nach dem anderen, ernüchtert, die Augen von 

einem kurzen Schrecken getrübt, als hätten sie dem Tod ins Angesicht gesehen. Pause. 

Wahrscheinlich hatten sie es auch getan’. 
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made for me, the goal set, I myself have no plan or goal’ (DHS, 290). And, in the end, it is 

this knowledge – the true knowledge of one’s finitude – more than any lack of human 

companionship, that defines his solitude. It is what Beckett in Proust termed the 

‘irremediable solitude to which every human being is condemned’ (1978, 46) that best 

defines Martin’s situation, and time and again he demonstrates that he is under no illusion to 

the contrary: ‘I […] am alone, without company besides the company of this furniture’; ‘I 

know how pointless it is to pretend that one is not alone’ (DHS, 290, 316, original emphasis). 

Martin’s disengagement and isolation – whose causes, as we have seen, are legion, 

and seemingly insurmountable – can only be worsened (when it is not actually partially 

caused) by the steady march of time. In Monolog (as in the popular imagination in general), 

Time is a juggernaut that is ignored at one’s own peril. It causes memories to disintegrate, 

bodies to deteriorate, and even whole villas to be swallowed up (DHS, 289). Its workings, 

then, are worth examining, and they are not fundamentally different from what can be seen 

elsewhere in Hildesheimer’s oeuvre. In his article on temporality in Tynset and Masante, J. 

J. Long detects in Hildesheimer’s works a framework of cyclicality within linearity, which 

he likens to that of Judaeo-Christian eschatology and sees mirrored in Hildesheimer’s 

depiction of the human body’s experience of ageing (1999, 457, 461-462). The presence of 

that kind of temporal framework has been addressed here, in the close readings of Pastorale 

and Die Uhren, where it also serves as a useful hermeneutical tool, but a slight change in the 

perception of chronometric time has taken place in the intervening period. While in the Spiele 

works, as we have seen, clock time is often referred to but remorselessly parodied, in works 

like Tynset it is also parodied but referred to ‘with such persistence and precision that it 

cannot be overlooked’; ‘the irreversible linear passage of time is asserted’, and cyclical 



 

352 

 

interpretations lose some ground in the face of this inexorable linearity (Long 1999, 464, 

462). 

All of this, it should be clear by now, is eminently applicable to Monolog – if anything 

much more so, given not only its concentrated nature (since virtually all of the parts of the 

much larger work Tynset that motivate readings of old age actually appeared first almost 

identically in Monolog) but also the temporally coercive medium for which it was written.237 

After all, this is a Hörspiel, an instance of a genre partially defined, nolens volens, by sonic 

evanescence, and it is not a coincidence that its key themes – ageing, introspection, 

incommunicability, isolation, solipsism, the reliving of the past, and (we shall see shortly) 

disembodiment – are radiogenic.238 This is duly exploited, for instance, in the slow piecing 

together of reminiscences, during which the background sounds gradually make themselves 

heard as their source is mentioned (e.g., DHS, 288). Besides such shamanistic evocations, 

the atmosphere of the piece (and the listener’s perception of a certain restlessness of the 

protagonist) hinges to no small extent on the sound effects denoting the protagonist’s 

movements in bed, which at once materialise a concrete reality through their existence and 

suggest an ‘encapsulated interior’ through their softness (Pflaumbaum 2014, 131-132). 

Also radiogenic is the fact that Monolog is less interested in actual events and much 

more in reflection and imagination (Pflaumbaum 2014, 130). In fact, there is an important 

 
237 On the whole, the 1964 Norddeutscher Rundfunk production is in harmony with the published 

text, apart from some omitted lines. Regrettably, a nonnegligible number of these omissions (e.g., 

DHS, 287, 288, 294, 298, 311) pertain to the thematisation of ageing, including some lines that are 

quoted in this dissertation. The sound effects also differ slightly from the printed text, being more 

naturalistic; smoking is added, as well as a good deal of laughter in the telephone conversations and 

a deep breathing in the very end of the Hörspiel. 
238 Neither is it implausible to discern a knowing, meta-referential nod in the ‘cyclical structure’ 

Hanenberg identifies in the telephonic news reports eavesdropped on by Martin that essentially have 

no beginning and no end (1989, 110-111), which are naturally reminiscent of the modus operandi of 

radio itself. 
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tension between Martin’s isolationism and truth-obsessed materialism on the one hand and 

the ‘hallucinatory’ component of his monologue on the other (Puknus 1978, 80). If the former 

dominates for most of the monologue, though, the latter ends it, and is a pulsating undertow 

throughout: ‘No – no, I don’t jump. I glide – Pause – I glide’; he wants to sink into the earth, 

through all its layers, and have them close again after him, ‘as if I never existed’; or else, in 

the famous last lines of the Hörspiel, to ‘ascend, ever higher’, through the fog and the night, 

through the stars, thither ‘where nothing is’ (DHS, 287, 316). 

Of particular interest here, predictably, is the radiogenic form that these fantasies take, 

or indeed do not take: Martin’s yearning for a disembodied experience (which, of course, 

carries more than a soupçon of irony over the airwaves). Just as Maddy in All That Fall (and, 

less avowedly and more hesitantly, Henry in Embers), Martin is tired of all trappings of life, 

of conversations, of tasks, of work, of crafts, of gods, of going anywhere – instead, all he 

wants is to be nowhere, no-one, nothing (DHS, 294). But while the inevitably bodily process 

of ageing exhausts Martin (DHS, 298),239 the liminality of old age, standing as it does on the 

threshold between being and nonbeing, causes him to imbue it with ‘utopic’ properties (Goll-

Bickmann 1989, 224). Utopia (etymologically ‘Noplace’) is a particularly felicitous word for 

it, because, as we have just seen, that is precisely where he aspires to go to.240 

He goes one step further than his sleepless predecessor in Nachtstück, who craved 

‘darkness, blackness, a room packed full of black, caught, imprisoned time’ (NP, 282). 

Instead, he more closely resembles the protagonist of ‘Schläferung’ (from Hildesheimer’s 

Lieblose Legenden), whose ‘carefully planned renunciation of time’ culminates in a sleep 

 
239 The exact phrase used is müde vom Altern – literally ‘tired from ageing’ (DHS, 298). 
240 And in a way, and precisely by dint of the liminality of old age, where he already is: ‘Where am 

I? Here – nowhere’ (DHS, 294). 
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from which ‘no later awakening’ is scheduled (Andersson 1979, 148). Indeed, Martin’s 

longing for liberation from the stresses of worldly, bodily life translates into a longing for 

Nothingness (Andersson 1979, 154, 160). But here ‘Nothingness’, most critics seem to agree, 

is not death; what he wants is to be ‘bodiless without death’ (Andersson 1979, 160-161). 

Whatever self-deception might be involved in this flight of fancy (Andersson 1979, 162), 

two things are clear: such fantasies are fuelled by the protagonist’s self-perceived agedness; 

and the ‘distanced contemplation’ that gives rise to it, which at times verges on the out-of-

body experience, betrays a ‘dualistic’ thinking (Puknus 1978, 78) – which in turn, as has been 

discussed elsewhere in this dissertation, is perfect for, and arguably most fruitfully expressed 

through, the medium of radio. 

 One last aspect that ought to be addressed in any close reading of Monolog is its 

thematisation of melancholy, a mainstay in Hildesheimer’s oeuvre from the 1960s onwards. 

It is not uncommon, for instance, to come across interpretations whereby the process of 

ageing is acknowledged as little more than a metaphor for depression; according to such 

readings, Martin’s introspective loneliness, this withdrawal from the outside world, is 

understood primarily through the lens of melancholy (see, e.g., Pflaumbaum 2014, 129-130). 

However, it can be argued that melancholy and ageing are intimately related,241 the 

crucial link between the two being time. In his insightful monograph on melancholy in 

 
241 This cannot aspire to being more than a parenthetical digression, but it is hard to ignore what the 

history of Western medicine might have to tell us about this relationship. The word ‘melancholy’ 

comes from the Greek words for black bile (Etymonline, s.v. ‘melancholy’), which in Hippocratic 

medicine was one of the body’s four humours. Melancholy was associated with lethargy and sadness, 

coldness, dryness, and the element of earth. But canonically its season was autumn, and its age was 

maturity – not winter and old age, which fell under the jurisdiction of phlegm. However, to complicate 

matters, the phlegmatic temperament was marked by what today we would call melancholy; a first 

‘semantic expansion of the noun melancholia’ can be traced back to Plutarch (Jouanna 2012, 239), 

and now it seems to sprawl over the domains of both humours. Yet this point can just as well be made 

without incurring in anachronism: it often happened that a version of the popular conceptual 
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Hildesheimer’s works, Dietmar Goll-Bickmann avails himself of the thinking of the German 

philosopher Michael Theunissen to understand melancholy as Leiden an der Zeit (Goll-

Bickmann 1989, 39) – ‘suffering from time’, or ‘suffering from the times’. Time, for 

Theunissen, is in essence an absolute, negative, destructive force that rules over us, and 

‘human existence can only succeed by resisting time’ (Goll-Bickmann 1989, 38, original 

emphasis). In this context of ‘resistance against time’, melancholy, or its ‘patholotical’ 

variant, becomes, according to Theunissen, a ‘compulsion’ – yet such resistance is in vain, 

and the subject’s heightened awareness of their helplessness results in further suffering (Goll-

Bickmann 1989, 40). The melancholic becomes trapped in a compulsive cycle of ‘eternal 

return of sameness’ and suffers from ‘broken relationships’ to the future as well as to the 

past; this leads to a ‘debasement and emptying of the present’ and ultimately to a ‘self-

destruction’ of sorts (Goll-Bickmann 1989, 41, 40, 44). 

 Goll-Bickmann mobilises these thoughts to study agedness in Tynset, but, crucially, 

virtually all of the passages he quotes appeared first in Monolog. His interpretation, then, is 

on the whole just as applicable to Martin’s predicament, and well worth summarising here: 

the objects of melancholy are in the present as well as in the past; at a basic level, old age is 

perceived as a threat,242 but besides fear it also elicits a longing for (and is accepted, even 

 
framework of the ‘Ages of Man’ considered old age, not maturity, to be ‘cold and dry’, ‘comparable 

to black gall’, and extending ‘to the limit of life’; or else old age was deemed to precede ‘extreme old 

age’, and according to such reckonings black bile or melancholy is indeed to be paired with old age, 

and phlegm with its ‘extreme’ variant (Sears 1986, 24, 30). The latter hypothesis would certainly fit 

Martin’s case, who situates himself at midnight, ‘in the beginning of winter, in the late half of life’ 

(DHS, 301) – not when the winter is harshest, and neither at the end of life. 
242 Interestingly, Martin’s aversion to ageing proves to be the last straw for the second Helga: 

 

SPEAKER: Helga – was your hair blonde or black? 

HELGA 2: It was brown. And it’s still brown. 

SPEAKER: Brown. And still brown. I am glad that you have not aged. 
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welcomed as a stepping stone towards) ‘no-longer-being’; this blend of fear of annihilation 

and hope for post-existence liberation means that ageing affords the protagonist with 

‘compensatory experiences’ of liminality from which he can potentially derive ‘a sublime 

enjoyment’ (Goll-Bickmann 1989, 224, 215, 225, 226). This teleological orientation, this 

sense of progression towards an End (whichever exact form it may assume), flows rather 

naturally in a work so invested in the idea of ageing. 

By way of conclusion, one more paradox related to ageing in Monolog should be 

highlighted: its both personal and universal nature. Lateness, as we have seen, is a defining 

feature of Hildesheimer’s work and thought, and it is often expressed figuratively by the 

proximity to midnight. Thus, in Das Atelierfest, Robert is prompted to action ‘[s]hortly before 

midnight’ (HS, 162). Die Uhren ends with the cuckoo clock striking eleven (DTS, 304), and 

eleven is also the number of strikes heard as Nachtstück draws to a close (NP, 313). And if 

the hour of ageing in the latter work is between ten and eleven, in Monolog it is (significantly, 

of course) moved to the next and ‘final’ slot, from eleven to twelve. Tellingly, and just as 

Nachtstück, Monolog starts at the beginning of the hour of ageing and ends shortly after it, 

in a way that seems plausible, because it perfectly conforms with the duration of the 

respective radio productions. This newfound (or perhaps rather rediscovered) plausibility of 

clock time might appear to be evidence of an anchoring to an external, communal reality that 

overrules any individual ideas of time and is thus amenable to the abstract, impersonal 

universality that underpins Pastorale (Dücker 1976, 52) and the other Spiele, and indeed 

informs works like Das Ende kommt nie. 

 
HELGA 2: Is that so? You are glad? There was a time, dear Martin, when I thought that under 

certain circumstances even ageing was not bad! She hangs up. (DHS, 315-316) 
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As we have just seen, though, that is not really the case: Monolog is suffused with 

lived-time notions, more so than any Hildesheimer work before it, and in part due to its 

monological form. This means that, even though chronometric time becomes outwardly 

much more stable than for example in Das Ende kommt nie, with its stylised ticking away of 

unknown quantities of time (DHS, 27), or in the Spiele (most obviously in Die Uhren, but 

also in Pastorale and Landschaft mit Figuren), it is nevertheless conspicuous by the very 

absence of verifiable signifiers that materialise it for the listener. We do not hear the clock 

strike, as we do in so many of Hildesheimer’s previous Hörspiele; actually, there is no clock 

in sight (or, better put, earshot), and the listener does not hear even the ticking of a pocket 

watch. At one point, it is midnight because Martin says it is midnight (DHS, 301), and we 

have no choice but to take him at his word. This, it is clear, is his midnight – his ageing, his 

preparation for whatever might come next. 

Implied in that logic, however, is the fact that everyone has their midnight. Given 

Martin’s solipsistic streak, other peoples’ midnights might not appear to be the top priority 

in Monolog. But it is important – in Hildesheimer’s oeuvre, it always is. This is why, despite 

the rather specific perspective adopted throughout this dissertation, the close reading of any 

given work of Hildesheimer’s always includes an allusion, no matter how cursory, to their 

incontrovertible socio-political element (usually by referring to existing critical commentary; 

part of the reason why it is not imperative to allot greater weight to the socio-political aspect 

of Hildesheimer’s work is the staggering amount of such insights that have already been 

expressed on the subject). Certainly – and in keeping with concepts so fruitful for age studies 

as ‘life review’, disengagement theory, and vita contemplativa – the protagonists of 

Hildesheimer’s works of the 1960s turn inward as part of their attempts at meaning-making 
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and coping with old age and the prospect of death. But they also retreat from society in 

disgust, not merely in hope of finding higher truths. Their ageing has more than a little affinity 

with the proverbial greying of hair from stress caused by other people and extraneous events. 

Their isolation has just as much to do with a search for inner meanings as with a visceral 

reaction to what is ‘out there’ – internecine conflict, for one (human predation on fellow 

beings, in all of its despicable forms), but also, and increasingly, as the years wear on, 

environmental catastrophe. 

Much of what is discussed in the previous paragraph might be further elucidated by 

a remarkably apt fragment that Hildesheimer jotted down between 1982 and 1984: 

 

The question is: does time really only go up to twelve? And what happens between 

your twelve and mine? When I say twelve, I mean that the destruction of the world 

has begun, the catastrophe is taking its irrevocable course. Your twelve, on the other 

hand, is a bogeyman, a fairy tale date, a ghost hour – so you stick to your frivolous 

threat, the ‘five to twelve’. You are constantly forestalling the twelve o’clock strike, 

a reality that does not arrive because it is not allowed to arrive. For me it is four, and 

when it strikes twelve again, man has left the earth, he no longer hears the strike. 

(Hildesheimer 1991a, 482 – hereafter EP)243 

 

 
243 ‘Die Frage ist: geht die Zeit wirklich nur bis zwölf? Und was geschieht zwischen eurem und 

meinem zwölf? Wenn ich zwölf sage, meine ich, die Zerstörung der Welt hat begonnen, die 

Katastrophe nimmt ihren unabänderlichen Lauf. Euer zwölf dagegen ist ein Kinderschreck, ein 

Märchentermin, Geisterstunde – daher bleibt ihr bei eurer frivolen Drohung, dem “fünf vor zwölf”. 

Dem Zwölfuhrschlag beugt ihr andauernd vor, eine Wirklichkeit, die nicht eintrifft, weil sie nicht 

eintreffen darf. Bei mir ist es vier, und wenn es wieder zwölf schlägt, hat der Mensch die Erde 

verlassen, den Schlag hört er nicht mehr’. 
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For the later Hildesheimer, midnight does not concern the individual, it is not a dark veil that 

is cast over the eyes of the departed – it is a veil cast over the whole world. Old age, never 

really about wrinkles, and in a way not even about finitude, stands for a general, all-

devouring malaise, a twilight that befalls humankind as much as an individual, all life forms 

on this planet as well as humankind. It is what Francis Bacon in 1620 called ‘the old age of 

the world’ (Hutchinson 2016, 2), and part of what Ben Hutchinson means when he describes 

modernity as being defined by lateness (2016, 1 et passim). This is the ‘end’ which was 

already looming as early as in Das Ende kommt nie, except that it ‘does come’, as Jehle so 

well put it in the afterword for a collection of Hildesheimer’s Hörspiele, titled ‘Das Ende 

kommt doch’ (DHS, 437). 

In a sense, Monolog constitutes the high-water mark of lived time, as the spotlight is 

moved from our general but individual (that is to say, like the abovementioned ‘midnights’ 

at once universally necessary and individually lived through) predicament of having 

corruptible bodies and being mortal and placed squarely on our equally urgent collective 

predicament of staring at the end of all life as we know it in the face. Universality, though 

never really gone, comes back with a vengeance. 

 

5.6.3. Agedness as lateness in the later Hörspiele 

To call Hildesheimer a pessimist almost feels like an understatement. A cursory glance at his 

published correspondence, for instance, is enough to show how bleak his worldview was, 

and how it permeated his thought and accompanied him through an eventful life in extremely 

volatile times. Writing to Siegfried Unseld, he is anxious not to come across as a 

Modepessimist (that is, a pessimist for superficial reasons) or a Untergangslustknabe (a 
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brazen neologism that might be euphemistically translated as ‘doomster’): ‘I experience all 

of this deeply’ (Briefe, 328). Indeed, as early as in 1949, he wrote to his parents on the 

importance of fantasy as ‘an escape, because reality – it is safe to say – is unbearable. I have 

been aware of the decline of European culture for many years, long before the war’ (Briefe, 

21). Neither did his gloom brighten with the years, quite the contrary: in the last decade of 

his life, for example, he writes in letters that ‘the times are not getting any better’, ‘I consider 

everything to be lost’, ‘[t]he world has become so horrible, worse than any pessimist should 

have thought’ (this remark was written in English), and ‘pretty much everything has become 

HORRIBLE’ (Briefe, 303, 325, 375, 377, original emphasis). 

 A common motif in these ruminations is the idea that it is, or has become, ‘too late’: 

it can be found everywhere in his works, and everywhere in his thought. The cause of this 

feeling of lateness, however, seems to change across time, from a more general negative 

disposition towards human life and the humans’ own role in its wretchedness to the more 

concrete, and yet more universal, threat of environmental collapse. If in 1949 Hildesheimer 

had written that ‘[t]here is nothing more one can do, because the mistakes that have been 

made have merely developed from previous mistakes and now it’s too late’, almost forty 

years later his lamentation of lateness became rather more specific: ‘Of course capitalism 

should have been abolished long ago. But now it is too late to raise any hope in anyone that 

this can be done on our rapidly perishing earth’ (Briefe, 22). 

This last quotation (which Hildesheimer wrote in English) shows that the two main 

factors listed here for his feeling of lateness are not mutually exclusive, and in fact 

Hildesheimer seems to have staunchly held both of these views for the better part of his life. 

There is both a change in emphasis and a powerful symbiosis – Hildesheimer’s ‘belief that 
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humanity is destroying the world’ informs much of his later artistic practice (Stanley 1993, 

106).244 This slight adjustment of paradigm was also patent in his socio-political affiliations: 

in the year when Monolog was first broadcast (1964), Hildesheimer reaffirmed to fellow 

member Hans Werner Richter his loyalty to Gruppe 47 (Briefe, 130), but before the 1960s 

were out he began to drift away from the group (Bigelow 2016, 65-66), and by 1985 he 

claimed that Greenpeace was the only organisation with which he identified himself (Briefe, 

322). 

Notwithstanding, the concept of lived time remained vital to Hildesheimer’s 

Weltanschauung, and it guides his train of thought from agedness as a token of mortal 

finitude to lateness as a warning sign regarding the literal end of the world. In his assorted 

notes, which were published during his lifetime, there are plenty of fragments (interestingly 

enough, the ones that are of moment here were written precisely from the year 1964 onwards) 

that demonstrate this evolution. First, there is a fragment soaked in dark humour about 

wisdom in death that includes as pithy and brutal a description of the réveil mortel as can be 

found anywhere: ‘children have become adults in death’ (EP, 462). In the same decade, he 

wrote a paragraph in which he speaks of how past events can become ‘suddenly present’: ‘a 

span of years contracts into a moment of intense experience, and in the next moment it 

disappears and leaves nothing, not even a hole, it’s Thursday again’ (EP, 464). 

Between 1974 and 1981, however, these thoughts lose their abstract aura, and the 

conceptual nexus of lived time, hitherto applied mainly to the individual human awareness 

and experience of finitude, is extended to the world at large and its rapid deterioration. At 

 
244 This prompted Stanley, in 1993, to deplore the absence of in-depth studies ‘of Hildesheimer as an 

environmentalist’, and to consider that ‘Hildesheimer’s “Endzeit” [‘end of times’] texts deserve 

consideration as a separate body of work’ (1993, 110, 111). 
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one point, he compares two almost identical formulations (the earlier one by George von der 

Vring, the later one by Ingeborg Bachmann) of an idea that beautifully mirrors 

Hildesheimer’s growing affinity with the precepts of lived time: ‘Your age and my age and 

the age of the world / are not to be measured in years’ (EP, 474; this is a translation of 

Bachmann’s verses). 

But lived time does not mean infinite time – hence, of course, the abiding pessimism, 

the enduring obsession with finitude and lateness, and the urgency of his environmentalist 

message, which if anything is even more relevant today.245 So, by the 1980s, Hildesheimer 

returns to an old chestnut of his, the stroke of midnight, only to turn on it for being a ‘crude 

metaphor’ (Vulgärmetapher) whose misuse breeds complacency: it has been ‘five to twelve’ 

for so many years now that people might think that ‘time has stopped’, but this is little more 

than ‘repression’, a convenient fantasy (EP, 511). He is the last person that could be imputed 

with such a charge, judging by the number and fervour of his reflections on human mortality 

and the world’s finitude in this period (e.g., EP, 463, 472, 508, 516, 509, 510, 511, 522). Yet 

while no amount of awareness can stop the steamrollers of decay and demise, be it in the 

delimited locus of the human body or in the world as a whole, understanding our dire 

predicament is the least we can do, and a sine qua non for whatever improvement of our 

 
245 Yet another way in which these three concerns are intertwined is in the notion of sterility. Works 

like Nachtstück and Monolog depict ‘a doomed and sterile society’ (Dücker 1976, 83), and indeed 

parenthood usually is either blithely or reluctantly forsworn, as in the case of Robert and Gertrude, 

respectively, in Die Uhren (DTS, 291), or simply more or less absent as a concept, which is the case 

in most other works. This could be interpreted as the logical consequence of believing that life is a 

poisoned chalice foisted on a being that has no way of consenting (EP, 511). With the emergence of 

environmentalist sentiment, anti-natalism is egged on by a different kind of imperative, namely the 

need to stave off or attenuate the problem of overpopulation. This is why Hildesheimer, in a letter 

where he discusses the appalling state of the world, borrows Bernhard Grzimek’s Cato-inspired 

‘CETERUM CENSEO PROGENIEM HOMINUM ESSE DIMINUENDAM’ – a candid appeal to 

reduce human natality (Briefe, 355). 
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situation that might be possible to achieve. Obliviousness, on the other hand, is positively 

reckless and harmful; Hildesheimer’s main mission remains the mitigation of bad faith, but 

from the 1970s it is increasingly infused with an ecological twist. 

This development was gradual, and Maxine (broadcast in 1969), the Hörspiel that 

appeared after the publication of Tynset and just before that of Masante (which incorporated 

much of Maxine), is still a work in which human ageing is problematised and of great 

thematic importance, much like in the two great prose works that flank it (Long 2003, 462). 

Besides en passant references to older people, the symbolically-charged description of ‘a 

typewriter, ancient, gnawed, eroded, almost softened’, and the account of a ‘Greek youth’ 

who literally tries – and fails – to outrun the sunset (DHS, 326, 343, 323, 321), the narrator 

identifies himself as an old man. At one point, his agedness is portrayed with the worn 

brushes of chronometric time and associations with decline: he forgets the names of some 

American presidents, gets used to the idea that he will eventually forget the ones he does 

remember, claims to have but a little time left to do so, and states he is ‘a hundred years old’ 

(DHS, 333-334). 

But it is understood that perhaps the listener ought not to take this information at face 

value, because in Tynset and Masante – which is also to say, by extension, in Monolog and 

Maxine – ‘clock time is problematised’, and time ‘subjectivised’: ‘it has to be inferred from 

the narrator’s reactions and perceptions of changing light in the physical world’ (Long 2003, 

465). The ‘hour of preparation’ and the hour of ageing that open Nachtstück and Monolog 

respectively are ensued by ‘the evil hour of the day’ (die böse Tagesstunde) mentioned right 

at the beginning of Maxine, which unlike its predecessors is not given specific chronometric 

boundaries and is therefore even more an offspring of lived time. A given day might be ‘[t]he 
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seventh of October or the eighth of November – maybe both’; after all, the day ‘is not 

determined by the clock, it jumps, the clock is just an invention to make it more bearable by 

dividing it up’ (DHS, 346, 321). Yet, just as in those other works, the erasure of chronometric 

time does not bring much solace, since time marches on unabated (Long 2003, 462). Once 

again as in those other works, guilt – a catalyst of ageing, and part and parcel of human 

existence and its pains – cannot be escaped from (DHS, 321). Crucially, however, Maxine’s 

‘trembling agitation’, which every day appears at the same time, is wrought by the narrowing 

of distance ‘between her and the damned and the forgotten’ (DHS, 346, emphasis added); 

whatever understanding, or intuition, pertaining to the human predicament remains, at least 

ostensibly and despite its universality, circumscribed to the self. 

With Hauskauf (broadcast in 1974, and whose material is also related to that of 

Masante), the wider world begins to creep back in. On the surface, little appears to change in 

relation to preceding works (in particular, this radio work seems to hark back to Das Ende 

kommt nie), since it is still a work of contemplation, of inwardness, and especially of 

disengagement. Contemplation because it is essentially a reflection in the form of a dialogue: 

there is no dramatic action to speak of, only a man who want to buy a house and another who 

is thinking of selling his and therefore shows it around. Inwardness because it has commonly 

been read allegorically as opposing voices inside one single mind (Puknus 1978, 117), a 

radiogenic interpretation that is reinforced by the fact that both characters were read by 

Hildesheimer himself in the original broadcast (Jehle 1988, 452-453). And disengagement 

because, in the end, and despite all talk of political engagement by one of the characters, both 

of them decide they actually want to remain inside. 



 

365 

 

As in other Hörspiele by Hildesheimer, finitude is the guiding star, and the characters’ 

attitudes towards time are defined exclusively by that notion. Chronometric time and the 

illusions it peddles are gently poked fun at, as when the current house owner computes that 

by fixing a problematic door, which currently robs its wretched user of two seconds per day, 

the buyer might save around four hours throughout the remainder of his life – hardly worth 

the trouble, in the grand scheme of things (DHS, 362).246 Chronometric time is again tinged 

with intimations of mortality when, instead of the cuckoo clock of Das Atelierfest and Die 

Uhren, the listener of Hauskauf is treated to the sound of an actual cuckoo, whose calls, 

according to folklore, predict one’s remaining years. First, it calls out six times, and they 

discuss how those six years might be divided up between them; then twice, which is one for 

each or ‘one has two, and the other no time left’; and then five times, which is an 

improvement – ‘Nevertheless’, replies the house owner, ‘our time is running out’ (DHS, 382). 

Appropriately, the radio text states that this miniature réveil mortel is to be followed by a 

‘Pause’ – a rare happening in Hauskauf. But the cuckoo’s tidings are not begrudged, judging 

from the composed, even sprightly way in which they discuss the few years allotted to them 

by the doomsaying fowl. This bearing they maintain right to the end of the radio work, as 

darkness first approaches and then arrives: ‘That’s it, I believe. It’s getting dark, too. The 

best hour’ (DHS, 394). 

 
246 The ensuing discussion of the lock and its troubles are also symbolically charged. The buyer 

considers changing it, fearing that, ‘at least in my experience, something that does not work well 

gradually becomes works and after a certain time does not work at all’ – much like life, or the world 

(DHS, 362, original emphasis). The owner concedes that that is ‘generally true’, but assures him that 

the lock has not worked well from the start ‘and has not changed over the years’, which appears to 

tranquilise the buyer: ‘Good. I will get used to it’ (DHS, 362). In other words, a decay-oriented 

pessimism (which is closer, as we have seen, to Hildesheimer’s own) is replaced by an even more 

cynical variant. 
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None of this, as we have seen, is particularly new in Hildesheimer. The most 

important difference in relation to previous works, then, is that in Hauskauf there is a much 

greater emphasis on ecological matters, namely the derelict state of the world. The house 

owner claims to have spent years travelling the world and fighting against the destruction of 

the planet so unscrupulously facilitated by capitalism – the alleged reason for wishing to sell 

the house is to ‘help distant minorities’ (DHS, 392) – although later he admits to merely 

having planned to do so. As Dücker observes, ‘[t]he longing for distant objectives releases 

from the (possibly inconvenient) commitment to the here-and-now’ (1976, 107). While 

sceptic inaction prevails over wishful activism, though, it is clearly implied that such inertia, 

however knowing and rational, is not free from criticism (Jehle 1988, 453), and this 

represents a fresh variation of the perennial leitmotif of guilt. At any rate, when the familiar 

zu spät (DHS, 391, 392) makes its inevitable appearance, the lateness concerns the Earth 

itself as well – ‘the end’ of Das Ende kommt nie is finally arriving, and it has become 

associated with the actual end of the world (Jehle 1988, 452). 

This environmentalist notion is even more manifest in the later radio works 

Biosphärenklänge (1977) and Endfunk (1980), both of which deal very explicitly with the 

inexorable apocalypse: as the man in the former work unequivocally states, ‘[i]t is nothing 

less than the physical end of life on earth’ (DHS, 408). In Biosphärenklänge (like Hauskauf 

a dialogue, but this time between a couple), for instance, that apocalypse is augured by the 

titular biosphere sounds, which grow louder as the Hörspiel progresses. These are also 

accompanied by other ominous phenomena (a crippling feeling of lethargy, a dead telephone 

connection, the unusual barking of dogs outside, a dead bird falling from the sky), and the 

radio work ends with the couple contemplating stopping their ears to keep the noise out, a 
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decision made easier by the fact that neither of them has anything left to say (DHS, 436). A 

few keywords capture the essence of this radio work: to the usual suspects, which lend 

themselves so well to the literal or figurative problematisation of agedness – zu spät (‘too 

late’) and allmählich (‘gradual’) – we must add a related concept, one which by now has 

become a mainstay of discussions of global warming, namely Steigerung (increase). 

Yet all of these, of course, are just as applicable to ageing as well, and indeed that is 

one of the main points of this subchapter: to draw attention to the close affinity between 

agedness and lateness. If a reading of agedness in Das Ende kommt nie can easily be taken 

too far and thus is liable to feel contrived if stated too categorically, in Biosphärenklänge the 

listener almost seems to be invited to understand the end of the world metonymically, in the 

light of human ageing as an approximate phenomenon. One thing, the male protagonist says, 

is to register ‘what is dying off’ as something that happens around them, quite another is the 

fact that now they begin to feel it inside them (DHS, 401); the end, the female protagonist 

adds, ‘has begun years ago. But it is a long end’ (DHS, 401). This process is even described 

in dualistic terms: ‘Tolerability, that is a matter of the body. It incorporates the poison and 

lets it store in itself. There it hides in the nooks and corners of the organs and joints. But 

when it starts to pile up there, it begins to communicate. Initially only as a barely noticeable 

hint. But then the soul begins to react’ (DHS, 402). It is a ‘disease’, ‘incurable’, ‘[h]ardly 

bearable, but bearable’, and what makes it so difficult to bear is what it augurs (DHS, 402, 

435, 404). There are too many utterances reminiscent of ageing to list here, but in this context 

the following interaction cannot go unmentioned: 

 

WOMAN: […] My situation is new to me, in a bad way. 
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MAN: But not unexpected. 

WOMAN: That doesn’t make it better. (DHS, 421) 

 

The key aspect in all of these descriptions of ‘the end’, and what makes them so interesting 

for the purposes of this dissertation, is the indisputably narrow locus where that finitude 

operates: the lateness of the world, ‘the old age of the world’, reflects on the individual, and 

it does so individually. As it happens, the uniqueness of that experience is only one of the 

trappings it shares with the réveil mortel, others being, for instance, its comparability with 

having ‘crossed a border’, or the idea of point of no return; or its insightful nature, that is to 

say, the way it separates the knowing characters from other beings like the dogs barking 

outside (DHS, 431, 432). Just like the réveil mortel, it dawns on different people at different 

times – thus, the man experiences it before the woman does, and a good part of the Hörspiel 

is dedicated to his efforts to communicate that inner truth that he ‘[u]nfortunately’ was made 

privy to first (DHS, 407). The discrepancy in the recognition of the nature and significance 

of this ‘happening’ is compared to ‘the reading of a poet, the meaning of which the one 

understands earlier, the other later’, but it is clear that everyone will understand it sooner or 

later: ‘Right now, my dear, your reality is not my reality. Or let’s say: it’s not yet my reality. 

What time is it?’ (DHS, 409, 412, original emphasis). 

 This last question is asked a few times (e.g., DHS, 405, 412, 432) – typically, in a 

Hildesheimer work – because the man is not even wearing his watch (DHS, 405) – atypically, 

in a Hildesheimer work. This is perhaps the nadir of the respectability of chronometric time 

in his oeuvre: it goes out not with the bang of vicious satire, as in Die Uhren, but with the 

whimper of almost total disregard. And it is taken little account of because the world itself is 
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bending all laws of time and nature in its process of self-immolation: the man reports how 

near São Paulo, for instance, ‘[t]he leaves turned grey in a matter of minutes and withered in 

the trees’ (DHS, 432). Once again, the novelty of Biosphärenklänge is not the subjective 

understanding of time, but its extended scope: lived time is no longer the preserve of human 

beings, but becomes applicable to the world itself. 

In fact, this even causes guilt – that linchpin of Hildesheimer’s thought and artistic 

practice which is of course still relevant in this work (Stanley 1993, 86) – to somewhat 

decrease in thematic importance: ‘we are all helpless now, guilty or innocent’ (DHS, 409). 

To quote again Doktor Brun’s assessment in Das Ende kommt nie (admittedly expressed with 

much more satisfaction than the hapless couple of Biosphärenklänge would possibly 

countenance): ‘We are all in one boat, my dear, and we are all going where it is headed. All 

together’ (DHS, 17, original emphasis). All that is left to do is not to seek atonement, nor 

even to hope for an improvement of the status quo (let alone actually to do anything about 

it), but ‘to bring dignity to the certain end through our consciousness of it’ (Hanenberg 

paraphrased in Stanley 1993, 86) – which indeed could also be argued to be a crucial thread 

running through Hildesheimer’s whole body of work. 

Finally, his last Hörspiel, the little-known, meta-referential Endfunk, is a radiogenic 

symphony (or dysphony) of an ecological calamity in crescendo. A man listens to the radio 

early in the morning, and as he hops from one frequency to another he, and naturally the 

listener of Endfunk, hears fragments of several different broadcasts, a potpourri of ‘weather 

and agricultural reports, religious messages, and musical programs’ (Stanley 1993, 86). Amid 

the static and technical disturbances, however, there begins to emerge a pattern: news breaks 

that a whirlwind causes an airplane to crash in the Pacific Ocean; its search is also affected 
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by meteorological phenomena, which soon begin to take over Europe. The technical 

difficulties multiply, causing mayhem in the radio programming. Panic reaches a fever pitch 

(it even becomes audible in one of the broadcasting centres) and then collapses into white 

noise across all stations. This, as the title of the radio work states, is the last emission, the last 

throes of a gasping planet and all its life – this is The End. 

 

***** 

 

The winding down which Endfunk resolves into is in every way comparable to that of 

Beckett’s Hörendspiel, and perfectly suited for a medium like radio, given its abiding 

association with evanescence. It is ‘the logical consequence of Biosphärenklänge’ (Stanley 

1993, 86), and presages the coming end of his own writerly practice: ‘In 1983, Hildesheimer 

announced that he would stop writing because the state of the world made it frivolous, but 

one suspects that he had said what he wanted to say’ (Lea 2000, 466) – not unlike the couple 

in Biosphärenklänge. When his swan song did come, it could not have been more consistent 

with his last two Hörspiele: ‘A few months before his death, he appealed to a group of high 

school students to care for the earth and all its creatures; this address was his last work’ (Lea 

2000, 466). 

 However, and despite what may be assumed, it is crucial to bear in mind that this 

emphasis on environmentalist concerns in no way detracts Hildesheimer from more abstract, 

almost metaphysical cogitations related to ‘the human condition’. In Hildesheimer’s opinion 

the raison d’être of the writer is ‘to transcend or sublimate reality into a universal statement 

about the human condition’ – something only actually achieved by a handful of luminaries, 
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Beckett included (Lea 2000, 466). What is more, and as we have seen, this is not just a 

theoretical stance that is unrelated to his artistic practice. In Biosphärenklänge and Endfunk, 

Hildesheimer continues to mull over the condition humaine – just not with the humour of 

works from the 1950s such as Pastorale (Lenz 2016, 216), or their anthropocentric focus, for 

that matter. The human condition and the state of the world, then, are inseparable: the finitude 

that defines and delimits the human being finds a mirror in the lateness of the planet it 

inhabits, and the agedness of the self is a microcosm of the agedness of the world. 
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6. Final remarks: 

parables of revolt, renunciation, or resignation? 

 

We have taken into consideration various conceptions of old age and some of the 

idiosyncratic features of mid-twentieth-century radio art, and those discussions provided the 

theoretical groundwork for the close readings of radio works by Beckett and Hildesheimer. 

Through them, we can discern important differences between these two writers. As we have 

seen, Beckett’s radiogenic brand of radio art lends itself particularly well to exegeses of the 

recurrent and deliberate thematisation of old age through somatic readings, and the later an 

instance of said art was composed the more readily it can be interpreted in ‘exosomatic’ or 

even ‘asomatic’ terms. Hildesheimer’s Hörspiele, being more numerous and thematically 

dispersed, are less amenable to hermeneutic frameworks of that kind, although arguably we 

can find a certain conceptual evolution in his radio art as well. Namely, there seems to be an 

evolution from a more conventional (read chronometric) understanding of old age in 

Hildesheimer’s early realistic, openly politically engaged radio pieces to the more whimsical 

and cryptic works of Spiele that crucially introduced a motley depiction and problematisation 

of agedness perfected in Monolog, finally culminating, in the last radio pieces, in a jaded, 

melancholy pessimism wherein a complex perception of the ageing individual is indexed to 

the ageing of the decaying world itself. 

 What many of Beckett’s and Hildesheimer’s mature radio works do have in common, 

however, and which is referred to only in passing towards the end of their respective chapters, 

is the idea of old age as what Rentsch calls the radicalisation of the human condition (2017, 

356). This presupposes a parabolic interpretation of said works, and that is not farfetched for 
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either writer. Beckett’s works has frequently been defined in terms such as ‘ontological 

parables’ (Butler 1984, 151 et passim), and his radio pieces are no different: for example, 

Bloom reads some of them as ‘parables for the last phase of radiogenic aesthetics that were, 

as Beckett wrote, in the process of vanishing from literary history’ (2016, 159). As for 

Hildesheimer, he explicitly avails himself of that term: as we have seen in subchapter 5.2, he 

deems the absurd play – a nomenclature he also uses to designate his own work – ‘a parable’, 

specifically ‘a parable of life’, that is, ‘a parable about man’s alien status in the universe’ 

(Hildesheimer 1985, 252, 262). 

The concept of the parable is clearly relevant for the study of Beckett and 

Hildesheimer. The question is whether their works’ formal affinity to the parable might be 

better grasped in the light of their thematisation of agedness – or even, to be more ambitious, 

whether there might be a causal correlation between the two. 

 

6.1. The tale of the old man: old age and the parable247 

First, however, we must reckon with the issue of contingency, which was only briefly alluded 

to in subchapter 2.2. The question of whether old age should be seen as contingent or 

necessary is hard to settle, because a slight change in perspective can yield quite disparate 

answers. On the one hand, old age may be seen as ‘a necessity’: ‘Unless we die first, it is in 

the nature of time and our condition as biological creatures that we shall grow old’ (Small 

2007, 4). On the other hand, it may also be regarded as ‘a contingency, though of a rather 

impure sort’, since ‘it is not certain to be our lot: we may not live to grow old; we may choose 

 
247 Some excerpts from this subchapter have been adapted into a book chapter that was published in 

2019 under the title ‘A Horror of the Vacuum: An Overview of Old Age in Absurdist Literature’ 

(Querido 2019a). 
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not to grow old’ (Small 2007, 4, 59). Thus, it might be summed up as ‘a peculiar kind of 

contingency – neither fully a contingency, nor quite a necessity (Small 2007, 59). One might 

say that such an inconclusive result is to be expected when we take up that kind of inquiry 

from a philosophical point of view: after all, for existentialists like Sartre and Beauvoir death 

itself is a ‘contingent fact’ (Arp 2017, 140). In this regard, it bears mentioning that the 

scientific debate over whether ‘organisms age by design or by mistake […] is far from over: 

the pendulum swings back and forth’ (Mangan 2013, 183). It seems, then, and again as we 

have seen in subchapter 2.2, that we must reconcile both camps and recognise the complexity 

of old age, made up as it is of both contingent (external) and existential (inherent) elements 

(Baars 2012, 243). 

To say that old age may not be a necessary condition of a given human life, however, 

is not say that the notion of the universality of old age in general does not stand up to scrutiny. 

In fact, it could be argued that it is one of the few things about it that is not hotly disputed. 

‘According to the anthropologists’, for instance, ‘age is a universal criterion employed in 

every known society to differentiate and rank persons’, for ‘age is a biological fact of life’ – 

although, of course, it ‘cannot be described without reference to social situational factors’ 

(Henricks and Leedham 1989, 6, 1). Thus, even existentialist thinkers such as Beauvoir – 

concerned as they are with the unique, the concrete, the experiential – provide philosophical 

accounts of old age in universalist terms (Davis 2006, 48). 

From acknowledging the universality of old age to regarding it as part and parcel of 

our human condition is but a small step. This affinity does not solely hinge on universality, 

but also and perhaps more importantly on the very complexity and ‘paradoxical nature’ of 

old age (Cole 1986b, 5), which in many ways mirrors that of the human condition. For 



 

375 

 

example, ageing, for Cole, ‘reveals the most fundamental conflict of the human condition: 

the tension between infinite ambitions, dreams, and desires on the one hand, and vulnerable, 

limited, decaying physical existence on the other – between self and body’ (1986b, 5). 

In this context, Rentsch’s thoughts on old age are particularly illuminating: he 

expresses better than anyone what is at work in many of the radio works analysed in this 

dissertation that thematise old age. As we have seen, Rentsch describes life as ‘a process of 

finitization’, and therefore ageing as ‘the process of man becoming himself within a finite, 

unique life-situation’ (2017, 347, original emphasis). Since ‘the complex processes of 

protecting and testing identity’ do not cease upon reaching adulthood but on the contrary 

become more important than ever before, Rentsch believes that ‘the process of aging 

intensifies the experience of finitude’ (2017, 353, 355). In a vital sense, then, ‘becoming a 

human being takes place in aging’; thus, the process of ageing ‘is the radicalization of the 

basic human condition’ (Rentsch 2017, 358, 356). The extent to which that last phrase sums 

up how old age is thematised in many works of the radio practitioners discussed in this 

dissertation is truly remarkable. 

If studious contemplation of what old age portends has the potential to illuminate 

what being a human being, and a finite being, and aware of one’s inexorable proximity to 

finitude, signifies, then parabolic artforms in particular – metaphorical, heterotopic, teeming 

with paradoxes and contradictions, and as full of elemental questions as they are devoid of 

straightforward answers (Bennett 2011, 22-23)248 – seem to lend themselves perfectly to such 

 
248 In truth, Bennett uses the term ‘parabolic drama’ in a rather specific context, as an alternative to 

‘the limiting thematic label of Theatre of the Absurd’ (2011, 2). I adapt here his very useful comments 

on the subject of parabolic drama by expanding their scope, so that other artistic media that in my 

opinion are equally germane to the parabolic form (namely radio) may fall under their remit. 
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musings. After all, it can prove rewarding ‘to articulate situations or changes [related to 

ageing] in thematic stories and to explore connections between them’, and also ‘to explore 

different interpretations of these stories’ (Baars 2012, 187, original emphasis). The 

necessarily tentative and repeatedly fruitful nature of the interpretative act is as much a 

hallmark of the parable as it is eminently appropriate for the ever-elusive and fathomlessly 

deep subject of old age. 

And indeed, the writers studied in this dissertation – but most of all Beckett, ‘one of 

the most interesting playwrights to stage old age’ (Fries-Dieckmann 2009, 186) – have had 

their thematisation of agedness understood in parabolic terms. The most famous example of 

this might be Adorno’s interpretation of Endgame, which was alluded to in subchapter 4.1.2. 

In his essay ‘Trying to Understand Endgame’, wherein Adorno ‘finds an appropriate figure 

for the simultaneous abstraction and concretion of experience after World War II in the 

condition of the very old’, the German philosopher argues that ‘[p]hilosophy and the old are 

[…] both defunct, obsolete, thrown out by the play as garbage’, and that the old are ‘symbolic 

representatives of the damage done to human subjects under capitalism’ (Small 2007, 180, 

199, 201). A similar recourse to the trope of old age as ‘a means to thinking about the limits 

of human experience’ is discernible in the work of Charles Dickens, for instance (Small 2007, 

270), and a positive identification of old age with ‘essential humanity’ also crops up in other, 

very different works, such as Evgenii Zamiatin’s dystopian novel We (Stacy 1989, 90-91). 

But perhaps most striking of all for our purposes is how Beauvoir, in an oft-

overlooked moment of inspiration, mused on the prevalence of old age in absurdist drama. 

Having noted that William Shakespeare’s King Lear, almost uniquely in the Western literary 

canon before the twentieth century, has an old man embody the human condition, she 
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correctly proceeds to highlight the singular emphasis that playwrights described by Esslin as 

practitioners of what he called the ‘Theatre of the Absurd’ place on old age, citing artistic 

creations by Beckett and Ionesco in particular (Beauvoir 1970, 175-176, 179, 225-226). For 

Beauvoir, in those works, as had been the case previously in King Lear, old age is portrayed 

not as the furthest boundary of the human condition but as the truth of the human condition 

itself (1970, 177, 226). ‘The plays by Beckett, Pinter, and Stoppard’, Fries-Dieckmann 

writes, ‘undermine one-sided commonplaces of old age’, since they ‘do not so much present 

decidedly realistic scenarios of old age as (post)modern allegories on the desolation of human 

life’ (2009, 184, 194). 

Thus, the veil over the correlation between old age and the parable readily identifiable 

in the examples of radio art examined here begins to be lifted. If living is to be understood, 

as it should, in tandem with ageing, that is, as ‘a universal and continuous process of living 

in time’ (Baars 2009, 87); if ‘the search of meaning’ is not only ‘uniquely human’ but also 

one of the ‘characteristic qualities of old age’ (Moody 2006, 109); if the parable, by dint of 

its oblique nature, is one of the most suitable means to represent the unhappy coincidence of 

that search of meaning and its actual absence; and if the boundless possibilities provided by 

radio arguably cause it to be a particularly fitting medium for parables (Branigan 2008, 14); 

then the parabolic thematisation of old age in many of the radio works that make up the main 

corpus of this dissertation begins to appear not as the mere fruit of chance but as the 

predictable outcome of an unassailable theoretical symbiosis. 
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6.2. Coming to terms with the (aged) human condition 

The great question now is, what exactly is expressed in those parables, or at least what is 

their overall tone? What is to be done in general about the fact that we change, that we age, 

that we end? What is to be done, in other words, with the ‘unbearable lightness of being’ – 

to borrow Milan Kundera’s famous and felicitous phrase – that so well defines the human 

condition (as well as, crucially, the mid-twentieth-century radio broadcast in particular)? The 

different possibilities of reaction to this situation are legion; as we contemplate them, whether 

with the aid of scholarly debates on this subject or simply our own life experience, a rich 

spectrum bookended by happy acceptance and indignant revolt, and interspersed with various 

shades of resignation, unfolds before us. 

One well-worn path is the way of acceptance, a typical reaction to ageing, or at least 

one that has historically been culturally sanctioned and even encouraged. The aged individual 

in the Middle Ages and the Early Modern Period, for instance, was often expected to accept 

their lot: ‘The old person was exhorted to exhibit resignation, free himself of worldly 

ambitions and passions, refrain from complaining, accept his age and his approaching death 

and prepare for it, gaze into his own soul and act for his salvation. Old age is presented as a 

gift the old person is privileged to receive’ (Shahar 2005, 94). This attitude has somewhat 

fallen by the wayside, partly due to seismic cultural shifts that have deprived us, in the 

opinion of some thinkers, of the religious and philosophical tools for coping with agedness 

and finitude. ‘In the past’, according to Cole, ‘the courage and understanding needed to face 

this ambiguous reality were often nourished in religious and philosophical traditions which 

counselled resignation and/or spiritual transcendence’, whereas in our days ‘contemplation, 
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and concern for the virtues pale beside the pleasures of consumption, the activist pressures 

of the marketplace, and the promises of modern science and medicine’ (1986b, 5). 

Nevertheless, in response to anti-ageist developments in age studies, some scholars 

have recently taken to welcoming back that idea of willing acquiescence to one’s fate, a 

position that has been called ‘anti-anti-aging’: ‘a return to notions of an acceptance of decline 

unto death is seen to be a more integrated position than that of seeking to stave off the signs 

and stigma of the aging body’ (Gilleard and Higgs 2018, 9). Philosophers such as Bernard 

Williams, and critics such as Small, entreat us to regard ‘old age and decline as necessities, 

not contingencies’, and not ones to be merely tolerated either, but indeed cherished (Small 

2007, 210, 270). Another example is Rentsch, who, unconvinced by attempts ‘to develop a 

pessimistic or even tragic anthropology of the poverty of human existence’ anchored to the 

reality of ageing, praises content, clear-eyed acceptance, or the adoption of ‘a calm view, 

without deception – a state that Goethe called renunciation (Entsagung). This is not a pitiful 

renouncement, but is rather the highest form of existential sovereignty and human self-

assertion’ (2017, 355, 358). Cowley elaborates on why he too deems resistance to be futile 

and resignation to be insufficient: 

 

in coming to terms with old age, there is no negotiating partner, there is simply a new 

situation which is in some way bad and which I cannot avoid. At the basic level, then, 

I have to come to terms with it, to get used to it, to accept it, and there is nothing more 

to say. Or rather: I might have the choice of seeking to avoid the bad situation by 

systematic self-deception, by psychotic fantasy, by suicide, but short of these extreme 

options there is no choice. In time, one will trim one’s preferences and desires to fit 
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the constrained circumstances. It’s all very well to rage, rage against the dying of the 

light, but sooner or later you realise it’s not worth the effort. (2017, 194) 

 

For Cowley too, then, ‘grudging acceptance’ will not do, as it is ‘a recipe not for Dylan 

Thomas’s heroic defiance but rather for bitterness, resentment and ultimately despair’; 

acceptance of old age must be a ‘voluntary act of moral renunciation’ (2017, 195). 

These notions are debatable, to say the least, for those whose war cry is resistance – 

not against ageing per se249 but against an ageist ideology bent on equating ageing with 

decline. These include, as we have seen in chapter 2, age scholars like Gullette, who sees no 

reason to become depressed at the thought of ageing ‘if one recognizes that decline is an 

ideology, learns more about its techniques, and invents resistances’, the latter being natural 

reactions ‘to imposed declines’ (2004, 135, 124). ‘Unlearning the master narrative of 

decline’, Gullette argues, is a process that is vital in order to fight against what she considers 

to be one of ‘the great categorical oppressions’ (2004, 138, 122). 

This exhortation to rage against not so much the dying of the light as the vigour of 

prevailing ageist ideologies in general, and the learned helplessness (as it is called in 

psychological circles) of the aged person who is forced to assume a defective identity in 

particular, bears more than a passing resemblance to ideas formulated decades ago by 

existentialist thinkers: ‘The old cannot speak – this is the powerful hypothesis elaborated by 

Améry and de Beauvoir that parallels the analyses of colonialism developed by Sartre via 

Fanon and through to Spivak’ (Zimmermann 2016, 86, original emphasis). They decry the 

 
249 There are, of course, proponents of that as well, but this dissertation is not an adequate forum to 

dissect their questionable premises and practices. 
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two-pronged assault on the dignity of the aged person through essentialism (ageism) and 

binarism (othering), and even theories and practices centred on so-called ‘positive ageing’ 

fall prey to the predatory binary logic of the ageist, othering gaze that consigns the ageing 

individual to alienation (Zimmermann 2016, 87, 93). This leads Jean Améry to describe the 

problematic perception of ‘old age as an inferior, subaltern phase of life’ (Zimmermann 2016, 

87). 

However, contrary to popular belief, an existentialist worldview tends to privilege 

freedom and to preclude any deterministic idea of total powerlessness, and therefore to deny 

the desirability of a mere resignation to one’s fate. For instance, Améry does advocate 

resignation for old people, but, pointing to the Latin etymology of the word ‘resign’ (one 

original meaning of it being ‘to render invalid’), his conceptualisation of it entails both 

acceptance and rebellion: ‘Being resigned means disdaining other people’s power to judge, 

letting it roll off them like water off a duck's back, as it were’ (Zimmermann 2016, 90). There 

is, then, something profoundly liberating about this kind of resignation. As Harm-Peer 

Zimmermann explains, Améry draws on the ‘colonial self’ of Franz Fanon and especially on 

‘the absurd man’ of Camus to put forward the idea that ‘[t]he rebellion of the old person is 

based on a felt ambivalence’, being ‘a hybrid undertaking’ that combines ‘rebellion and 

resignation, refusal and acceptance’ (Zimmermann 2016, 90-91; Améry quoted in 

Zimmermann 2016, 91). Améry’s hybrid, ambivalent, simultaneously disempowering and 

empowering sort of resignation show that there are alternatives to the ‘two divergent paths’ 

that emerged within biomedicine and the social sciences: the paths of ‘total resistance’ and 

pragmatic acceptance (Gilleard and Higgs 2017, 40).250 

 
250 On the tension (but also, even more interestingly, the compatibility) between revolt and resignation 
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That tension between opposite but not necessarily incompatible forces can also be felt 

in Beauvoir’s mixed approach to ageing, as Davis shows: ‘Beauvoir’s work stands, then, at 

an historical and disciplinary threshold, engaging with and embodying both contemporary 

gerontology with its predominately social-scientific methodology and right-thinking political 

objectives but also the universalizing, “ontological”, tradition of literary-philosophical 

thinking on the nature of old age’ (2006, 39). The end result, as Davis further observes, is 

predictably ambivalent, as ‘emancipatory anti-ageist gestures […] coexist alongside an 

ontologically-grounded pessimism’: ‘Beauvoir's political determination to improve the lot of 

the elderly in society, an ambition shared by gerontologists, is tempered by her refusal to 

deny – as they invariably do – that growing older is a process of decline and diminution’ 

(2006, 39, 185). 

Beauvoir’s twofold approach and ambivalent attitude towards agedness is 

complemented by a similarly complicated relationship with denial. It is a second nature to 

us, and that surfaces in our failure to come to terms with our own ageing: as Beauvoir writes, 

there is nothing more foreseeable than growing old, and yet it always comes as a shock, 

because while it is clearly in everyone’s horizon it always appears to be impossibly distant 

from us (1970, 10-11). We react defensively, become distrustful, and withdraw from the 

 
in existential thought, Ramona Fotiade writes the following: ‘In existential thought, resignation does 

not primarily refer to a disengagement from social and political commitments insofar as they relate 

to outer rather than inner determinations of thought. Resignation more adequately designates what 

seems to be the only sensible attitude when man comes to confront the implacable truth of human 

mortality’ (2001, 77). ‘What man discovers in the confrontation with death’, Fotiade continues, ‘is 

not mere resignation (in the sense of a passive acknowledgement of “eternal”, rational truths), but 

resignation mixed with revolt’ (2001, 77). On a side note, it is striking how valuable the insight that 

‘the existential rejection of ethical determinations and of social/political militancy led to a defiant 

valuation of powerlessness, defeat, resignation and disengagement, which uncovered a paradoxical 

notion of revolt, defined as negative progression towards the void’ (Fotiade 2001, 105) could be for 

close readings of a writer such as Beckett – or Hildesheimer, for that matter. 
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world at large; habit – in Beckett’s Waiting for Godot called by Vladimir ‘the great deadener’ 

(CDW, 83) – becomes a haven against anxiety, a refuge for ‘ontological security’ (Beauvoir 

1970, 495, 490, 493). There is some tension, then, between an impulse, driven by 

‘repugnance’, to revolt against our own ageing process (Beauvoir 1970, 565) and the 

everyday pressure to put and keep the topic out of one’s mind altogether. 

What is very curious here is that Beauvoir herself seems to be of two minds about 

denial: it is lazy, automatic, inauthentic, but also inevitable, rather useful, and perhaps even 

the only viable course of action left for us. The idea of ‘an acceptance of decline unto death’ 

would strike her as a contradiction in terms: for Beauvoir, talking about a ‘calm acceptance’ 

of growing old amounts to nothing but insincere wordplay (1970, 566); for her, then, ‘calm 

is not acceptance but denial’ (Davis 2006, 48). Similarly, we may reject old age, revolt 

against it, but in vain: ‘one ends up having to resign oneself, but not without regret’ (Beauvoir 

1970, 487). Contrary to Améry’s idiosyncratic notion of resignation, Beauvoir’s is the one 

we can find in dictionaries: it is by definition reluctant, it can bring a depthless sadness to 

aged persons, and it is hardly distinguishable from ‘the ennui that devours them’ (Beauvoir 

1970, 488). 

Since acceptance is impossible and resistance is futile, Beauvoir shows us that there 

is no possible preparation for the onset of old age – instead, it is ‘[b]est not to think about it 

too much’ (Beauvoir 1970, 567), and to busy oneself with projects (which, naturally, amounts 

to a denial of sorts, as the critics of activity theory mentioned in subchapter 2.3 point out). 

As Small observes, ‘the double-think exists: many of us spend more and more time, as we 

grow older, thinking about the fact that we are growing older and what it implies, but we also 

spend a great deal of time trying, more or less strenuously, not to think about that fact and 
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what it implies’ (2007, 272). 

This double-think is eminently relevant for this dissertation because it also lies at the 

heart of Beckett’s and Hildesheimer’s depictions of old age in their radio art. As we have 

seen, of course, there are noticeable differences between them. From All That Fall to 

Cascando, via Embers and Words and Music, Beckett is the one who most consistently and 

deliberately thematises old age, even if its thematic import is not exactly spoon-fed to the 

listener. In addition, he specifically chooses to problematise corporeality through radio, thus 

significantly contributing to the hotly disputed debate over the medium’s fraught relationship 

with embodiment. By contrast, Hildesheimer’s depictions of agedness are somewhat less 

emphatic, especially in his earlier efforts, but their symbolic, almost allegorical power 

becomes much more overt in his later works. Also, they seem to be less interested in aspects 

related to embodiment, and arguably less radiogenic in the sense that they do not often make 

knowing references to or play with the peculiarities of the medium of radio. 

Another dissimilarity of note can be found in the general tone of their works, for 

instance as far as the ideas of resistance and revolt are concerned. Hildesheimer is well known 

for his out-and-out pessimism, as the first paragraph of subchapter 5.6.3 (and indeed chapter 

5 as a whole) demonstrates. In his 1959 ‘Empirische Betrachtungen zu meinem Theater’, 

Hildesheimer calls himself a ‘pessimist’ (TS, 820), the future, which he views ‘with fear and 

horror’ (Wegener 1967, 154), being portrayed as a ‘failed possibility’ (Licciardi 2016, 232). 

This bleak perspective is partly conveyed in Hildesheimer’s work by ‘the theme of 

powerlessness’, often overlooked because it is overshadowed by melancholy, an undeniably 

important motif of which Christoph Pflaumbaum deems powerlessness to be ‘a crucial 

symptom’ (2014, 99). Offspring of this overriding sentiment crop up everywhere in 
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Hildesheimer’s oeuvre: ‘the powerlessness of art’ evident in works like Pastorale, for 

example, mirrors our ‘powerlessness towards a world which one does not understand and in 

which one cannot change anything’ (Buhl 2016, 242). 

While personally Hildesheimer is known for his political mindset, principles, stances, 

and even stands, in his work a pernicious determinism reigns almost unchallenged. The 

fateful tide of events, most protagonists realise towards the end of their respective works, 

simply cannot be stopped, and while reactions to that anagnorisis may vary (Helena in Das 

Opfer Helena is distraught by it, the narrator of Das Ende einer Welt bemused, Martin in Das 

Ende einer Welt relatively unperturbed, Adrian in Die Bartschedel-Idee more annoyed than 

anything else, and the list could go on), the element of powerlessness remains remarkably 

constant – even in his earlier works, as the previous enumeration demonstrates. Indeed, it is 

brought to fever pitch in Die Uhren, where Robert and Gertrude are quite literally reduced to 

hapless machines, and, even more fittingly, in Hildesheimer’s last Hörspiel, Endfunk, where 

all the protagonist (and, needless to say, the audience itself) can do is listen in to the end of 

the world. 

Such a relentlessly dark worldview, a true ‘negation of every hope’ (Blamberger 

1986, 35), is hardly compatible with anything approaching revolt, especially in 

Hildesheimer’s later Hörspiele. Thus, Martin recedes to his bedsheets in Monolog, A and B 

forsake a world that they both acknowledge needs saving from predatory human activities 

and stay put at home in Hauskauf, and one of the characters in Biosphärenklänge, confronted 

with impending calamity, simply reacts with the verbal equivalent of a shrug of his shoulders: 

‘I suggest we act as though nothing is happening’ (DHS, 405). As we have seen in subchapter 

5.2, Hildesheimer’s thought had a considerable affinity with Camus’s own – except when it 
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came to the pivotal notion of revolt, which is dismissed by the German writer (Blamberger 

1986, 35; Pflaumbaum 2014, 35). Instead, he makes no bones of embracing its opposite, or 

what in his correspondence is referred to as his ‘principle of renunciation’ (Briefe, 351). In 

fact, when in 1980 Fritz J. Raddatz asked him by to contribute with a text about revolt and 

melancholy, Hildesheimer replied in a pithy and telling way: ‘I know a lot about melancholy, 

but nothing about revolt’ (Briefe, 267). 

In spite of the bleakness of his favourite themes (and even his own lifelong struggle 

with depression), Beckett’s work in general, and his radio art in particular, can be and has 

been interpreted along slightly brighter, or at any rate more positive, lines than 

Hildesheimer’s. Inaction, for instance, is certainly an old friend for Beckett, or at least a 

highly-regarded acquaintance: Beckett’s fascination with quietism, which had ‘a lasting 

influence’ in his life and work (Ackerley and Gontarski 2004, 473-474), is of such import 

that a book dedicated to that specific node of his conceptual framework was published very 

recently, namely Andy Wimbush’s Still: Samuel Beckett’s Quietism (2020). And it is true 

that Beckett has sometimes been considered the quintessential writer of doom and gloom, 

particularly by his early critics: Robert Brustein describes him as rather ‘wan and listless’ 

(1991, 377), and Wellwarth speaks of ‘Beckett’s intellectual nihilism’ (1964, 41). 

Nevertheless, most contemporary Beckett scholars, while understanding where that 

kind of assessment comes from well enough, will likely strongly disagree with it. There has 

been a shift in Beckett criticism from a focus ‘on existentialist premises’ to readings of 

‘Beckett as involved in and depicting the reconceptualisation of the nature of the self as 

carried out in various strands of post-structuralist discourse’, and an important ‘implication 

of this change of focus is an emphasis, in the case of the later readings, on the ludic, self-
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referential and fundamentally creative nature of the texts, in opposition to analyses which 

read Beckett in quasi-Sartrean allegorical terms as depicting issues of abandonment, 

meaninglessness and destitution’ (Springer 2010, 180). So often touted during his life as the 

master of purified misery, Beckett is nowadays more commonly read, by commentators such 

as Sandra Raponi, as a writer for whom ‘the impossibility of remaining silent is the work’s 

triumph against despair and meaninglessness’ (Springer 2010, 181). 

Thus, according to thinkers who have poured over Beckett’s stage play Endgame like 

Adorno and Stanley Cavell, the Irish author’s obsessive expression of ‘emptiness, 

nothingness, meaninglessness, silence’ through his characters is in fact in itself a ‘heroic 

undertaking’ (Cavell quoted in Springer 2010, 182). As we have seen, this interpretation is 

easily applicable to his radio art as well. By the end of All That Fall, lumbering Maddy and 

unsighted Dan trundle on, slogging through torrential rain. The fact that Ember’s Henry 

cannot tear himself away from the sound of the sea is as much akin to falling victim to a curse 

or siren’s call as it is a marker of obstinance. And despite the rather forlorn endings of Words 

and Music and Cascando, the last words uttered in those works are ‘Again. [Pause. 

Imploring.] Again!’ and ‘come on… come on’, respectively (CDW, 294, 304). 

 All that being said, the radiophonic parables of Beckett and Hildesheimer seem to be 

bound together by the way in which they often combine the thematisation of agedness with 

that of denial. Denial is a polysemic concept, and it occasionally surfaces in quite specific 

ways, such as in Beckett’s increasingly purified aesthetics of negation, or in Hildesheimer’s 

perennial fascination with the idea of guilt. But even these distinct and indeed dissimilar 

goals are bolstered by a common device: the depiction of aged characters. That is one of the 

bridges between Beckett’s problematisation of being and selfhood and Hildesheimer’s 
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sociohistorical diatribes – the common element to the time-honoured associations between 

old age and both asceticism and diminishing faculties on the one hand and, on the other, the 

inevitable threat of intergenerational strife when the state of the world is assessed and found 

wanting. 

 A narrower understanding of denial as denial of reality is just as relevant to the 

complex ways in which old age figures in their works. There is, of course, the commonplace 

but always important to bear in mind notion of mauvaise foi, the bad faith that nettles 

existentialist philosophers and so enlivens the denizens of Beckett’s and Hildesheimer’s 

universes (to the point that it basically seems to constitute their entire life force), such as the 

elderly brothers Asbach in Pastorale, the rapidly-ageing models in Landschaft mit Figuren, 

the confabulating couple of Die Uhren (and, in a way, that of Unter der Erde as well), 

prattling Winnie of Happy Days, and the wheezing protagonist of Krapp’s Last Tape. 

All of these works, of course, are stage plays (or at least, in Hildesheimer’s case, best 

known as such), and there are likely good reasons for that. Guralnick writes a very relevant 

sentence, which has already been quoted in subchapter 4.3.1: ‘All worlds are alike on the 

radio: they are all of them mental inventions’ (1996, 109). It is much easier for the audience 

of a stage play to surmise that a given character is denying reality than is the case in radio 

art, where the invented worlds are even more ontologically fragile and the question is rather 

whether certain phenomena are actually real or not (as in Embers and Unter der Erde or, to 

a lesser extent, All That Fall and Hauskauf). This is also why, for example and as we have 

seen in subchapter 3.1.2, Pinter’s A Slight Ache is much more effective in the medium for 

which it was created, and why the radical brand of scepticism that permeates Stoppard’s 

Artist Descending a Staircase is so radiogenic.  
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Crucially, however, even in the radio art of Beckett and Hildesheimer that specific 

sense of denial plays a pivotal part. The very familiar and widespread denial of the reality of 

ageing, for instance, is a trope that ought to inform our understanding of those radio works 

that feature aged characters who blithely forget their human nature and proximity to death, 

who seldom fail to avert their eyes from a truth that every now and then shines its terrifying 

light on them. There is perhaps no better illustration of this than the idea of old age as defined 

by the lived-time concept of the réveil mortel, that is, the intimations of mortality that 

temporarily benight Maddy and Mr Slocum in All That Fall, Henry in Embers, Robert in Die 

Uhren, the narrator in Nachtstück, the two protagonists of Biosphärenklänge the Martins in 

Das Ende einer Welt and Monolog, and Edward in A Slight Ache. 

‘Temporarily’ is a key word here, and that is where a denial of sorts comes in. By its 

very nature, the réveil mortel is fleeting; its impact might be truly momentous (as in Embers 

and A Slight Ache) or hardly worth mentioning at all (as in All That Fall and Die Uhren), but, 

to paraphrase Friedrich Nietzsche, we can only stare so long at the abyss before it stares back 

at us, and we will always be the first ones to blink. That is as true of the realities of ageing 

and mortality as any other ponderous insights into the nature of things, namely those 

engendered by a rigorous philosophical scepticism. For instance, David Hume’s ‘degree of 

scepticism, and of scepticism about his scepticism, fluctuated according to mood, food and 

weather, he said, and couldn’t be continuously sustained’ (O’Grady 2018). 

Even so – and crucially – it leaves its mark. As Thomas Nagel writes in his article 

‘The Absurd’: 

 

Philosophical skepticism does not cause us to abandon our ordinary beliefs, but it 
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lends them a peculiar flavor. After acknowledging that their truth is incompatible with 

possibilities that we have no grounds for believing do not obtain – apart from grounds 

in those very beliefs which we have called into question – we return to our familiar 

convictions with a certain irony and resignation. (1971, 724) 

 

That irony, Nagel insists, does not ‘enables us to escape the absurd’ – and neither does reason, 

a complete reliance on which would necessarily lead to ‘a form of madness’ (1971, 724).251 

Against Camus’s ‘romantic and slightly self-pitying’ defiance, then, Nagel believes that ‘we 

can approach our absurd lives with irony instead of heroism or despair’ (Nagel 1971, 726, 

727). 

 That is precisely the tightrope that Beckett and Hildesheimer have the aged characters 

of their radiophonic parables walk, often without their knowledge and sometimes even 

against their will: they walk the fine line of irony that is wedged between vain (in all senses 

of the word) heroism and pointless despair. That is not true of every single work analysed in 

this dissertation, but the mosaic they create when placed side by side yields that overall 

image. The early carnivalesque histrionics of All That Fall and the Spiele and the later 

despondency of Cascando and Biosphärenklänge cancel each other out; in the middle we 

find works like Embers and Monolog, with their mirthless jokes and amusing grievances, 

their meditations on finitude, their fantasies of disembodiment, and most of all their inability 

to commit to either life beyond the sea or death within it, to either the material world beyond 

 
251 To name only one example from Beckett’s oeuvre, his quirky novel Watt contains a riotous parody 

of the excesses that result from a proper adherence to rational methods such as ‘relentless enumeration 

and exhaustive logic’ (Ackerley and Gontarski 2004, 629). As for Hildesheimer, his scepticism 

towards rationality is often noted (see, e.g., Blamberger 1986, 35; Wimmer 2016, 119-123). 



 

391 

 

the bed where Helgas do dwell or the featherlight release from it all. 

A word like ‘resignation’ cannot do justice to their confused and confusing answer to 

the conundrum of existence – much less ‘acceptance’, ‘revolt’, or ‘renunciation’, all of which 

are equally impossible. That is why they really are parables, these tales of old men. That is 

also why they are worth telling, and why they are worth listening to. 
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