BUNYAN AND BECKETT:

 The Legacy of Pilgrim’s Progress in Mercier and Camier
Julie Campbell

This article will consider Samuel Beckett’s Mercier and Camier and John Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress as quest narratives, in terms of their similarities as well as their differences. An important point of comparison is the common genre background that these two texts share, and the very different treatments that the two writers give to this traditional theme and structure.
If there were only darkness, all would be clear.  It is because there is not only darkness but also light that our situation becomes inexplicable.

Samuel Beckett in an interview with Tom Driver.

It is unusual in Beckett studies for the name of Bunyan to appear. He is fleetingly referenced in relation to Molloy by John Fletcher in 1964 (152-53), Eyal Amiran in 1973 (1), J. D. O’Hara in 1982 (45) and Lawrence Millar in 1992 (88). Katharine Worth discusses Pilgrim’s Progress in relation to Waiting for Godot in 1999 (81-2), and cites an (unnamed) “hostile reviewer of the first English production of Godot” who “described it as a nursery version of The Pilgrim’s Progress” (3). However, in spite of, and in some degree because of this neglect, there are some useful comparisons and contrasts that can be brought to light by such a pairing of texts. Much excellent work has been done on Dante, and the importance of his influence on Beckett’s work.1 However, Beckett’s Protestant background has been underplayed in discussions of his work. His attitude to the Protestant environment in which he grew up is of course conflicted; his mother was a staunch Protestant, “an assiduous attender” of Tullow Church, who ensured that her sons were regular attenders, too, whereas his father “was not deeply religious” (Knowlson, 24). Beckett’s mother’s religious devotion and the influence of this on his upbringing could not be shrugged off lightly, and even if faith is lost or is subject to severe doubts and questioning, the teachings, the tenets and all that religious observance entails is not forgotten, and as such cannot fail to have a shaping influence on a person’s life and work. James Knowlson makes clear the significance of his Protestant upbringing, describing Beckett’s preparatory school, Earlsfort House, as reinforcing the Protestant middle-class values that “Beckett had absorbed from his earliest years at home” (36). At thirteen Beckett joined his brother Frank at Portora Royal School, and this school continued the emphasis on sound Protestant values (Knowlson, 46). At Trinity College, Knowlson records, “Beckett’s religious faith faltered and quickly foundered,” and “the key issue” of this disillusionment was the ubiquitous presence of “pain, suffering and death” in the world (67). In his discussion of Beckett’s first radio play, All That Fall, Knowlson recognizes that, despite the fact that the play “clearly evolved out of Beckett’s profound agnosticism” this needs to be set beside the  essential fact that “[t]he roots of Beckett’s religious upbringing were very tenacious” (430). All That Fall, as Knowlson points out, is “full of echoes of Beckett’s early Protestant upbringing and abandoned faith” (429) and this is also true of Mercier and Camier. Pilgrim’s Progress is a crucial text in any Protestant upbringing, and along with Bible stories and parables, cannot fail to retain a tenacious hold on the imagination. 
The 1920s and 1930s were an important period for Beckett. He read widely during his Trinity years, and afterwards began an intense period of self-directed study, which included philosophical and psychological material.2 Also of significance in the 20s and 30s is the travelling he undertook, which involved leaving Ireland for both short and long periods. From 1926 (his first trip to France) until the outbreak of the Second World War, when Beckett “deliberately chose to return to France” (Knowlson, 297), Beckett travelled extensively: there were his many trips to France and Germany, and also trips to Florence, Vienna and London, and many return trips to Ireland. His time at university opened up a larger world, and his travelling expanded his world even further, alongside his wide reading and note-taking. 
Journeys came to have a very particular meaning for Beckett, and could be termed ‘escapes’ rather than ‘quests.’ In the Introduction to The Letters of Samuel Beckett: 1929-1940, Beckett’s ‘restlessness’ during this period is recognized, alongside Beckett’s own suspicion that these journeys are “flights” from the stultifying Ireland of this time (lxxix). In a letter to Tom McGreevy from his home in Foxrock (16 January 1936) he shows his awareness of the “travel-courage” that is needed for journeying, and is concerned that the lack of such courage will result in his being “committed to life” in Ireland (299). The claustrophobia that home — the family home — has for him is made clear in a letter to Cissie Sinclair (14 August 1937). He writes of escape, and how home feels like a “circle closing round” him (535). In another letter to McGreevy, again from Foxrock (7 May 1936), he describes Jack B. Yeats’ painting A Morning (which he had just acquired) as “nice to have” as it “is always morning, and a setting out without a coming home” (334).  The sense of escaping is strong, as it is when he sums up his travels in Germany in a letter to Mary Manning Howe (13 December 1936): “It has turned out indeed to be a journey from, and not to, as I knew it was before I began it” (397).  
Mercier and Camier is imaginative and inventive, and at the same time clearly affected by Beckett’s life experiences: his education, reading, religious disillusionment and his travelling. The novel has many allusions to familiar quest narratives, but these references only serve to emphasize the absence of those things which would be necessary for a triumphant outcome: certainty about the goal; resolution, a determination in achieving it; faith in the achievability, and a clear sense of how it might be achieved. Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress narrates a successful quest, and the comparison of the two texts helps to highlight the ways in which Beckett is questioning systems of belief, explanations of the world, and the “life of the afterlife” (Beckett 1988, 123). Beckett and Bunyan both match the conventions of the genre to their specific and very different requirements, and this is clear also in the contrasting narrative techniques of the two writers, with Beckett’s text taking up a critical and questioning stance towards the conventions and traditions, subverting customary codes and procedures by various ironic and comic techniques. The contrasting approaches of Bunyan and Beckett need to be considered in the light of the very different contexts in which they were writing. 


Bunyan was writing at a time when there was a dramatic schism in England which resulted in the Civil War of 1642-46, a split which had not been satisfactorily healed following the restoration of the monarchy in 1660. Beckett’s case is very different, but in his Irish background there was the struggle for political and religious freedom, and it is valuable to consider his position, Irish and not Irish, in an in-between area, not ‘belonging’ to either side of the divide. Beckett comes from an Anglo-Irish Protestant background in a country that is predominantly Roman Catholic. His name points to his Huguenot forbears, who left France because of religious persecution much as many of Bunyan’s contemporaries left England for America. For both writers the background is one of dramatic oppositions and divisions: a fragmented, disunited world. Bunyan is searching for a solution; his is a spiritual quest with a goal of ultimate peace and blessedness: a resolution of the dichotomies and perplexities of worldly existence. Beckett is questioning the possibility of a solution: if Bunyan’s certainty that heaven exists has been lost, such a quest is queered from the start. If all the answers to the questions have themselves been put into question, how can we set a goal towards which to travel? Beckett translates this sense of purposelessness and aimlessness and spiritual impoverishment into the terms of a physical journey in a way that both parallels and diverges significantly from Bunyan’s allegorical method, and in doing so interrogates contemporary experience in a manner which combines a playful, comic style with a highly disturbing and profoundly serious subject.


Bunyan’s ‘real’ situation when writing Pilgrim’s Progress was a cell in Bedford gaol during a second term of imprisonment for his nonconformist religious beliefs. His narrator, whose narrative location, the “Den,” reflects Bunyan’s own ‘real’ situation, has a dream. It is a wish-fulfilment dream, a consoling dream with a successful and triumphant outcome. The static situation generates the movement of the narrative, and provides the circumstances required for its production: a movement in stasis, a voice in the silence. Bunyan’s situation is the result of a conflict with the worldly authorities of the time, and in his narrative he counters them with a ‘higher’ authority which confirms his faith: the Bible. And it is this supreme authority which underlies his narrative like a palimpsest. It does more, in fact, than simply underlie his text: it is a controlling force, propelling the plot forward, and it has an all-important interpretative function within the text for the protagonist. For instance, when Christian needs to justify his quest, the Bible is used as authoritative proof that the goal he seeks has validity: “Read it so, if you will, in my book” and “If you believe not me, read here in this book” (20). The authority it carries is shared by no other text of its time and culture, and this authority, as both an informing and an interpretative context, gives Bunyan’s text its foundation, its dynamics, its raison d’être, and its meaning.


Bunyan’s dream is informed by and integrated with a text which carries the authority of ‘truth’ — a higher ‘reality’ and ‘truth’ than that of the ‘real’ world. The splitting off of aspects of the self which are in conflict with the goal, in conflict with the construction of the ‘ideal’ self which is required if the quest is to be successful, is clear in the type-names of the characters: Pliable, Obstinate, Envy, Superstition, Worldly Wiseman, Ignorance. These characters can be seen as externalizations of the obstacles to success: an outward projection of the inner conflict is achieved by the dialogues between these vice characters and those who represent the virtues, such as Christian, Faithful and Hopeful. Bunyan’s narrative is propelled by the desire to succeed against overwhelming odds. Christian’s success is his own desire fulfilled: an encouraging, comforting, and triumphant pilgrimage narrated in order to confirm imaginatively that the desire is fulfillable, capable of success and a happy ending — in short, an encouragement to Bunyan and his readers to persevere in fighting the good fight.
  
When Beckett approaches the idea of a quest the probability of failure is posited right from the beginning. Beckett’s narrator begins with an attempt to authenticate his text: “The journey of Mercier and Camier is one I can tell, if I will, for I was with them all the time” (7). Yet this authenticating statement of the narrative’s ‘reality’ is quite obviously exploded, for instance, when Mercier and Camier separate, as they do more than once. It is, of course, impossible for the narrator to be with them both all the time. Beckett is here mocking the inability of narrative to present simultaneity, and his placing of the narrator within the narrated world mocks the ‘reality’ of the fictional creation, for the ‘real’ author is outside his creation while, conversely, it is inside him: the narrated journey originates within the author’s mind, is an inner journey. Bunyan’s narrator never allows us to forget that the journey he narrates never ‘really’ happened. In the beginning he states, “I dreamed a dream” (14), and he repeatedly interrupts his narrative to remind us of the dream status, with phrases such as “Now, I saw in my dream […]” (21).
Bunyan’s narrative has a strong motivation: as Christian flees from destruction he progresses towards an envisaged goal substantiated by his book as well as by Evangelist. By contrast Mercier and Camier’s journey is portrayed as unmotivated, arbitrary, directionless, full of halts, false starts, returns, revisions and indecisions. From the beginning the journey is described in terms that differentiate it from previous quests: the narrator tells us that it does not have the recognizable quest motifs, it is “without” the usual tests and trials; we are told what “they did not have to face,” and the motivation, the propulsion behind the quest, is “a need now clear and now obscure” (7), and is never, in fact, made clear. One statement in itself in the second paragraph is enough to quash any ideas that we are about to witness a recognizable quest: “Mercier and Camier did not remove from home, they had that great good fortune” (7). But the narrator is far from reliable, and he is exaggerating the static nature of the proceedings.

The narrator’s strategy includes the use of signals or ‘trigger’ words which encourage both the identification with the quest and the reverse. The reader’s expectations are played with: past reading comes into play, and it is this deflationary strategy, the antithesis and the anticlimax, the very lack of the dynamics of purposeful progress, which is highlighted and which contributes so much to the comedy of the text. The lack of dynamic forward propulsion is suggested in the statement: “Things too were getting ponderously under way” (12). The indeterminacy of “things” gives a sense of mystery, a feeling that somewhere there is an obscured code impossible to decipher; the adverb “ponderously” stresses the inner nature of their quest: a mental rather than physical journeying, whilst at the same time adding a sense of heaviness, of slow mental deliberation, offsetting the connotations of lightness and energy which would normally be associated with setting out on a journey and “getting […] under way.” Mercier and Camier have done nothing yet except meet (quite a feat in this case), “pace to and fro” (11), and sit down out of the rain. But maybe the narrator is referring to the dialogue, which holds as important a place, I would suggest, in Beckett’s text as it does in Bunyan’s. (Bunyan, in his “Apology” which prefaces the narrative, calls his form of writing “Dialogue-wise.”)
Questing without an informing goal can still be seen as an authentic quest — questing for a goal — but it necessarily causes delays and retardation, regressions and halts. The circling, doubling back, and meandering of the mind’s movement is externalized in the outer journey of the narrative and reflected in the narrator’s manner of presentation. The narrator reports that “the crowd pressed on as towards some unquestioned goal” (21), while in contrast Mercier and Camier question their goal and whether they even have one: “Did what they were looking for exist?” and “What were they looking for?” (23). They also decide that “All their judgements relating to the expedition called for revision, in tranquility” (24). But the narrator seems to feel that there is a goal: he describes the pair as having “no other thought than the goal they had assigned themselves” (71), and as “not blind […] to the goal they had in view” (73). Whatever this is is never made clear to the reader and seems just as unclear to the protagonists.
Perhaps Beckett’s most suggestive strategy is leaving blank spaces in the text. These gaps are an irresistible invitation for the reader to fill in the missing words. The ellipses also emphasise the lack of certainty and the air of mystery surrounding the journey — even the characters have no idea what they are about. For instance, in one dialogue, there is the following discussion:

  What we seek is not necessarily behind the back of beyond, said Camier.  So let our 
watchword be (.

  Seek? said Mercier.

  We are not faring for the love of faring, that I know of, said Camier.  Cunts we may be, but not to that extent.  He cast a cold eye on Mercier.  Don’t choke, he said.  If you have

anything to say, now speak.

  I was thinking of saying something, said Mercier, but on second thoughts I’ll keep it to 
myself.

  Selfish pig, said Camier.

  Go on you, said Mercier.

  Where was I? said Camier.

  Let our watchword be, said Mercier.

  Ah yes, said Camier, lente, lente, and circumspection, with deviations to right and left 
and sudden reversals of course.  Nor let us hesitate to halt, for days and even weeks on 
end.  We have all life before us, all the fag end that is.

 (66-67)
Camier’s words sum up very accurately the movement of this pair’s conversation as well as the movement of the narrative in general. How can one speak without really saying anything; how can one seek without finding, progress without moving? Again, when Camier wishes to toast their endeavour (“To the success of our …”) he cannot complete the phrase. He asks Mercier to help him out, who responds: “I can think of no word […] nor any set of words, to express what we imagine we are trying to do” (83). Even when they are very possibly referring to such a simple act as walking, the act is given an enigmatic and mysterious appearance in this atmosphere of indeterminacy: “Mercier said, Let us resume our (.  At a loss he gestured, with his free hand, towards his legs and those of his companion.  There was a silence.  Then they resumed that indescribable process not unconnected with their legs” (88).
Specific allusions to a religious quest abound. Words like “vigil,” “despair,” “evil,” “faithful,” “good faith,” “Evangelist” and “transfigured” all have strong religious connotations, as has the phrase “Never to despair […] or lose our faith in life” (33). But its position in the text along with Mercier’s transfiguration inverts the Christian message, for it follows the automobile accident where a woman is killed and where the whole description is one of a delighted fascination, akin to the response of Mercier and Camier, who treat the event as a fillip for their jaded and depressed state. It is the resurrection of Mercier which Camier could not provide (33).

Mercier and Camier has intriguing echoes which seem to allude specifically to Bunyan’s text. Of course, both authors have a thorough knowledge of the Bible, and both can assume a knowledge in their readers (Bunyan to a greater extent than Beckett of course), but even taking this common context into account, specific allusions to Bunyan do seem present. The religious references, in Beckett’s text, however, are ironically displaced, debunked, and diminished, often quite violently attacked and reviled. The pleasure taken in the death of the woman just cited is an instance of the often quite shocking and disturbing nature of the ironic inversions. Bunyan’s narrative, although obviously set in the past, as is confirmed by the tense of ‘dreamed’ (it is as if it was first dreamed and thence committed to paper), has an immediacy which gives the reader the sense of travelling on the pilgrimage beside the pilgrims. Any predictions about the future emanate from the Bible or from characters met with along the way, such as Evangelist and the shepherds. Beckett’s narrator, by summarising the whole of the journey at the beginning, sets the narrated events more firmly in the past, and the result is a feeling of greater distance from the events narrated, a less direct feeling of participation than that achieved by Bunyan’s procedure. Bunyan’s narrator describes his characters from the outside only. He dreams the narrative from an apparent observation point, where he can see and hear, but he cannot relay to us the thoughts behind the acts. Beckett’s narrator in Mercier and Camier is far from being the mere fellow traveller he suggests. He is able to relay to us the thoughts of the protagonists, but he rarely does, and, paradoxically, we learn less from this privileged access about motivation and desire than we do from Bunyan’s less sophisticated techniques of type-naming and external observation.

If Mercier and Camier is read as a kind of Pilgrim’s Regress or Stasis, the work becomes a comic re‑evaluation of the possibility of pilgrimage or even the possibility of being able to set a meaningful goal towards which to progress. If Pilgrim’s Progress was seen as a palimpsest underlying Beckett’s text, we would need to picture it as very thoroughly erased, with only the vaguest of traces remaining. The undermining of the ‘authoritative text’ in whatever shape or form it may be envisaged can be seen as undermining purposeful progress anywhere. Beckett’s ‘thesis’ could be read either as supporting or as a reductio ad absurdum of the proposition that it is no longer possible to set a valid goal towards which to progress. Mercier’s choice of the canal as goal is a banal, down-graded substitute for Bunyan’s symbolic “River of Death.” And absurdly they reach it far too soon in the text, at the beginning of Chapter Two, in fact: “Already?” Camier observes (21). When they again come to the canal in the final pages of the book, it is by then “Too late” (118) for Camier, or alternatively he suggests “It must be too early” (121). These mistimed or precipitate ends mirror the false starts, the mistimings of Mercier and Camier as they repeatedly fail to meet, a process which is carried to farcically comic extremes. On their way back from the bog to the town, the failure to act in unison, to emulate the supportive and fraternal companionship of Bunyan’s couple, is again humorously and extensively described. The narrator interrupts at one point: “Then gradually he rises and the other sits, and so on, you can see the gag, it can last them all the way to town, each yeaing and naying each other to no avail” (105).

In Pilgrim’s Progress Christian is given a roll which signifies his election and guarantees his admittance into the City of God. At one point he loses it and has to turn back to regain it. In Mercier and Camier the protagonists spend an inordinate amount of time puzzling over the importance of certain objects which they possess at the beginning but variously mislay, forget, lose, damage, or cast aside. Camier becomes convinced that the “sack contains something essential to our salvation” (59), which endows this “something” with an intriguing resemblance to Christian’s roll. 
When Christian is relieved of his burden, he is described as feeling “glad and lightsome” (48), and this can be compared with the description of Camier’s unburdening when he discards a quantity of material possessions, following which, he declares, “I feel lighter now” (57). The miscellaneous objects which make up Camier’s ‘burden’ are described with meticulous precision: “He drew a big envelope out of his pocket, took from it and threw away the following: buttons, two specimens of head or body hair, an embroidered handkerchief, a number of laces (his speciality), one toothbrush, a strange piece of rubber, one garter, samples of material. The envelope too, when he had emptied it, he threw away” (57). Bunyan uses none of this specification: Christian’s burden is to be read in a far more symbolic manner as a weight of worldly ties and considerations which have been hampering his spiritual progress. Camier is, however, breaking with worldly ties, in that he has given up his profession. He tells Mr Conaire that he “suddenly saw my work was over, I mean the work I am famous for […]” (64). Mercier, like Christian, is shown as having deserted his wife and children. 
A cross figures in both texts: in Pilgrim’s Progress we read that Christian “came at a place, somewhat ascending; and upon that place stood a Cross” (48); it is here that his burden is “loosed from off his shoulders, and fell from off his back” (48). In his journey Christian comes across many landmarks, often signs which mark his progress to salvation or alternatively serve as warnings against temptation, like the old monument of Lot’s wife. Such signs in Mercier and Camier have lost any signifying power for the two protagonists; for instance, when they pass a cross, neither knows what it commemorates:
  What is that cross? said Camier.

  There they go again.

  Planted in the bog, not far from the road, but too far for the inscription to be visible, a plain cross stood.

  I once knew, said Camier, but no longer.

  I too once knew, said Camier, I’m almost sure.

  But he was not quite sure.

 (98)
The lack of knowledge is emphasised by the narrator’s reiteration of Camier’s uncertainty: an uncertainty about whether he had ever known. The narrator supplies missing information for the reader:

It was the grave of a nationalist, brought here in the night by the enemy and executed, or perhaps only the corpse brought here, to be dumped. He was buried long after, with a minimum of formality. His name was Masse, perhaps Massey. No great store was set by him now, in patriotic circles. It was true he had done little for the cause. But he still had this monument. All that, and no doubt much more, Mercier and perhaps Camier had once known, and all forgotten. 

(98) 
It is an interesting little digression on the narrator’s part: there is a cause and an example of heroism put forward which is in stark contrast to our two protagonists’ lack of purpose. The heroism is simultaneously undermined (“he had done little”) and the hero’s name is not remembered with precision.3 This recalls the earlier ‘monument’: the tree with “the sign rudely nailed to the bole.” The Field Marshal of France who planted the tree was soon after killed: “faithful to the last to [a] hopeless cause” (10). Again we have the ironic undermining of heroism and causes which cost the lives of those who follow them with faith and steadfastness. With the cross planted in the bog, it is difficult not to relate this monument and the manner of death with the crucifixion, and the failure of Mercier and Camier to remember or of the followers to accord any store by this martyrdom seems to have a direct relationship to the growing loss of faith in Christianity. The whole passage thus directly confronts the absence of the kind of certainty, perseverance, and self-sacrifice which Bunyan could appeal to in his narrative and present in the person of Christian.

Mercier and Camier’s first “refuge” is “shadowy and abounding in nooks and crannies”; “It had something of the maze, irksome to perambulate, difficult to egress, for one not in its secrets” (9). This description could quite accurately serve as a description of Beckett’s style of narration, and the journey that is narrated, as well as the park it ostensibly describes. It both recalls and ironically inverts the type of fearful, dangerous, dark, and confusing territory Christian must somehow negotiate in his journey through the “Valley of the Shadow of Death.” The narrative simultaneously downgrades the heroic qualities of the quest narrative whilst upgrading the ‘actual’ characters and settings which are ‘promoted’ into ‘epic’ proportions. The park attendant becomes “the first in a long line of maleficent beings” (13) which Mercier and Camier are to meet along their way. The constable could be seen to have the role of Apollyon, but the fight lacks any semblance of heroic struggle. Mercier and Camier pass safely by a provincial station dubbed “The Station of the Damned,” surviving the ordeal of Madden’s (maddening) “Gab,” and reach the village described as “a strait.” The simple statement “It was fair day” carries a possible reference to Bunyan’s Vanity Fair. The pub is elevated into some far more suggestive location than a mere drinking place for farmers on market day. The bar staff all have saint’s names, and there is surely an obvious significance lying behind Patrick’s death and George’s stepping into his place. 
Mercier and Camier concerns those who fail, those who never really get started, like Bunyan’s Pliable, Ignorance and Vain‑glorious, and thus reflects the unideal and unheroic traits that a reader can identify with. Beckett’s use of the quest narrative to explore contemporary attitudes makes an interesting contrast to Bunyan’s, and it is important to stress that although this version of a quest undermines the validity of the quest in the contemporary world, it is simultaneously a quest in its own right: a journey through the maze of conflicting pressures, apathies, escape routes, and blind alleys of contemporary thought.
Notes

I would like to thank Katie Novac of Comparative Literature Studies for her kind permission to publish a revised version of this article. The original article, entitled ‘Pilgrim’s Progress/Regress/Stasis: Some Thoughts on the Treatment of the Quest in Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress and Beckett’s Mercier and Camier,’ appeared in CLS 30.2 (1993), 137-52, published by Penn State UP. 
1.
For an excellent discussion of Beckett’s ‘debts’ to Dante see Caselli’s excellent work (Caselli 2005).
2.
See Feldman’s interesting and detailed discussion of Beckett’s reading and notetaking during this period (Feldman 2009).

3.
Kennedy, in a thoughtful and informative discussion of Mercier and Canier within a political context, gives a detailed account of the historical facts concerning Noel Lemass, a captain in the Irish Republican Army, for whom the cross was erected.
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