‘There is no more…’: Cultural Memory in Endgame.

This article was submitted as a paper for discussion by the Samuel Beckett Working Group, who met at the XTV World Congress of the International Federation of Theatre Research in late June and early July, 2002.  The theme of the congress was Theatre and Cultural Memory: The Event between Past and Future, and this prompted me to attempt a definition of ‘cultural memory’ and then to apply this concept to Samuel Beckett’s Endgame.  This resulted in an approach and an interpretation which was entirely unlike any I would have attempted without this particular stimulus, but I did find the explorating intriguing, and it did send me in new directions, which I found both interesting and revealing.  

I have revised the paper in the light of the group discussions that took place, alongside ideas raised by other delegates at the congress.  For instance, Gerard Rooijakkers and Mariel Peñaloza, keynote speakers, highlighted the way in which cultural memory was to a great extent the result of ‘selective memory – so much so that we should really speak about cultural amnesia’ (10).  Christopher Balme, another keynote speaker, also placed emphasisis on what is not remembered and focused on what he termed 'the dynamics of forgetting’ (11).  Antonia Rodriguez Gago, a member of the Working Group, related the idea of forgetting alongside remembering directly to Beckett’s work:

Memory and forgetting have been central elements in Beckett’s works and have always been related to the creative workings of imagination.  Therefore, it is very difficult to distinguish between his characters’ memories and their imaginings, or inventions (1).

Forgetting, as Rodriguez Gago skilfully expounded in her paper, provides the gaps that the creative imagination is them able to fill.   This is extremely useful in terms of recognizing Beckett’s distrust in relation to memory.  Time and time again characters refer to their failure to recall the past with any precision, and doubt is placed upon attempts at recollection, which seem far more like inventions than genuine memories.  Beckett’s scepticism regarding memory within his works matches the kind of scepticism in relation to ‘cultural amnesia’ that Orwell pointed to in relation to political manipulation of the past in both Animal Farm and 1984.  In 2002 the lack of credence in totalizing narratives of the past and of cultural histories is widespread: people have a strong awareness of cultural and ideological bias.  Anna McMullan, another member of the Working Group, stated quite unequivocably that ‘the narratives of personal or cultural history shape the past according to the exigencies of the present’ (5).  Many philosophers and theorists of the late twentieth century (such as Barthes and Derrida) have made convincing cases in this respect, and Beckett can be seen as prefiguring such concepts in his work.  McMullan considers that ‘the performance of memory in Beckett’s work (whatever the genre) … refuses the past as either spatially or temporally static: as either museum or linear narrative: the past is rather produced in the present …’ (6).

‘Cultural memory,’ then, is a slippery concept, and needs to be allied with ‘cultural amnesia.’  Where could cultural memory come from?  The past would be the simple answer, but, if so, from where exactly in the past?  What are the sources?  At what point in the past do certain memories become fixed?  And it is important to recall Macmullan’s contention that they are constructed and framed by the present.  Cultural memory must mean a set of memories shared by a particular culture, but it is hard now to imagine, in this multi-cultural western world, a shared set of memories in the way it was perhaps possible in the past.  Or is this just an example of a cultural memory (and forgetting)? (‘Things were oh so simple then …’)  Are we to suppose that the different groups which make up the new multi-cultural society each have their own set of cultural memories, which then have had other cultures impose their own versions of the past on top of their existing ones?  But then, the cultural memories of many post-colonial cultures once had their own sense of the past flattened and replaced by those of the patriarchal colonizers, and are now in the process of replacing, or reinventing, their sense of cultural identity.  Are cultural memories always, perhaps, invented?  Memories are not dependable: facts become distorted - at source, or over time, or by conflicting and clashing versions, or through forgetting.  We can speak of localized cultural memories which could develop in small, regional and specific areas: the street, the school, the local pub, the village, but even here there could be wide variations in relation to class, age, gender, birth place, race, religion, political allegance, etc.  It is a very problematic area.


Jean-François Lyotard writes of the demise of the ‘grand narratives’ which were able to legitimize cultural knowledge and custom (37).  These grand narratives could pass judgement as to what was deemed ‘good.’  What mattered was conformity ‘to the relevant criteria (of justice, beauty, truth, and efficiency respectively) accepted in the social circle of the “knower’s” interlocutors’ (Lyotard, 19).  It is a circular, enclosed pattern: cultural consensus valorizes cultural consensus, and, significantly ‘makes it possible to distinguish the one who knows from one who doesn’t (the foreigner, the child) [and] is what constitutes the culture of a people’ (Lyotard, 19).  Clearly jokes rely on cultural memory, and are clear examples of the inclusive/exclusive dichotomy.  But Lyotard states that ‘the grand narrative has lost its credibility, regardless of what mode of unification it uses’ (37).  He sees the breakdown of consensus and the dissolution of unity, and in many ways the process and effects of this can be widely recognized.   

The term cultural memory could be related to the culture of a group in relation to those things that exist which relate to their shared past: literature, historical tracts, myths and legends, music and visual arts, sound recordings from the radio, video recordings from the TV, film, and all the other cultural artefacts that could be judged as providing a sense of a shared past.  This, too, can be problematic.  How has this selection from the past been made?  Who has chosen what to keep and what to discard?  Is it pure chance that some things have been preserved and others lost forever?  Recently I chaired a panel at a literary conference in which one of the panelists delivered a paper entitled ‘Memory/False Memory: “Days of  ‘49” by Alan Halsey and Gavin Salerie.’  ‘Days of ‘49’ is a poem by two poets who were both born in 1949.  They decided to celebrate their fiftieth birthdays by creating a series of poems based on a range of art and popular songs alongside news events and trivia recorded in magazines and newspapers produced in 1949.  It is intriguing project, and one that I think clearly demonstrates some of the problems I associate with the idea of cultural memory.  The two poets, Halsey and Salerie, were attempting to gain entrance to a time before their own remembrance, and to do this they chose existing cultural artefacts.  I am not debunking the whole enterprise, and some fine poems result from it, but I am questioning the authenticity of this attempt to revisit a historical period through such a procedure.  Such a project serves to heighten a wariness that I have felt for a while.  One thing that I find particularly galling are the TV programmes that seem to be becoming increasing popular, with titles like ‘I Love the Sixties’ or ‘I Love the Seventies’ which are made up of clips of TV programmes, popular songs, fashions, films and motor cars, with various talking heads pontificating, which are designed to sum up the era they are deemed to represent.  The question is, who makes the selection?  Who decides what the sixties were?  This is cultural memory in the making.  With the poems, the poets made their own selection, but this was a selection from what was available.  The result must always contain a high degree of unacknowledged distortion, which can be unintentional, but is nonetheless, even if inescapable, perfidious.   


Another aspect of cultural memory that surprises me concerns those little gems of collective knowledge that are demonstrably untrue.  In Casablanca the words ‘Play it again, Sam’ never occur, so why do so many people think that they do?  Nostalgia, it seems, cannot avoid romancing the not too far distant past.  People remember the days when it was safe to leave your door open; there was less violence on the streets; people were generally nicer.  There may well be some truth in this, but nostalgia very definitely exaggerates the past as a golden age; in such a mind frame the best is recalled and the worst forgotten.  (This of course goes for sixties’ music, too.  The younger generation is mistaken to think that music was all good back then; it wasn’t.)

On a more serious level we have recently seen the creation of cultural memory in an astonishingly histrionic and concerted fashion.  I’m referring to the aftermath of September the 11th.  Not owning a TV set of my own I often find myself out of step in social interaction.  I didn’t watch ‘Big Brother’ or ‘Sex in the City,’ and this does set me apart.  It also means that I didn’t see the horrific images of the Twin Towers, although there was a great deal of coverage on the radio.  It was a dreadful event.  My problem with it was the way in which it was used, in the days that followed.  The manipulation of the TV viewers, the radio listeners, the readers of the press, was, for me, verging on the incredible.  The event was interpreted as an act of war, and the rest of the world was emotionally browbeaten into agreement.  Political spindoctoring and press editorials play a large part in shaping cultural memory, and this makes me hesitant to rely on media records from the past.  We always need to know who is shaping the past; who is creating our history and the cultural memories we share.  The answer must be, those with the power to do so.  There is another story that was ignored during the stunned days following September the 11th.  Here is Arundhati Roy writing in the Guardian on September 29th:

Terrorism as a phenomenon may never go away.  But if it is to be contained, the first step is for America to at least acknowledge that it shares the planet with other nations, with other human beings who, even if they are not on TV, have loves and griefs and stories and songs and sorrows and for heaven’s sake, rights (2).
So there is a question hanging over Lyotard’s contention concerning the demise of the ‘grand’ or ‘master narratives.’  It maybe, as we witness the rhetoric of George Bush, that we decide that the rumours of such a demise have been exaggerated.  To set beside the American grand narrative is an Islamic grand narrative, with a similar imperviousness to recognizing ‘good’ beyond the boundaries of its own discourse and beliefs.  Fundamental religions, of whatever kind, are very definitely grand narratives which resist any encroachments or subversion from outside their carefully guarded bulwarks which are grounded on cultural memory.  But I do think that it is necessary to recognize when our responses to events are being manipulated into approving what is patently a justification for revenge on an undeserving target.  Capitalism, another grand narrative, has the ability to subsume, or more to the point, consume, just about all contenders.  The ‘war against terror’ seems to be an atavistic reversion to brute force, when so much has been achieved, so much has been defeated, by the seductive and deceitful smile of persuasion and manipulation.

I intend to explore Endgame in relation to cultural memory.  I will begin by considering the way in which the play works against the consensus and the reassurance that can result from recourse to shared cultural associations.  I will then examine the ways in which the play can be seen to demonstrate, and debunk, the invention or appropriation of the past, and thus cultural memory, by those in power.  The play can be read as featuring the creation of a grand narrative, whilst simultaneously mocking and challenging such a process through a set of countermoves.  It is an ‘endgame’ which plays with existing cultural memories by challenging them and even erasing them.  It is an intriguing play which disrupts what Lyotard has described as the ‘therapeutic uses’ of art (74).  The artist needs to work against this idea of art as a kind of comforting therapy, Lyotard suggests, and ‘must question the rules of art … as they have learned and received them from their predecessors. … those rules must appear to them as a means to deceive, to seduce, and to reassure …’ (74-5).  For Lyotard the artist needs to disrupt the cultural memory of what art has been and ‘should be’; by doing this art can help us to see what our selective sight and memory doesn’t see and doesn’t retain.

On one level Endgame is challenging our expectations concerning drama.  Steven Connor points to the play’s subversion of the familiar: the refusal to allow the audience to bring into play their cultural memories of what drama ‘should be,’ or to use such memories to ‘place the action’:

Normally, in a play that insists on the unity of place, we are given a sense of accessory or contingent spaces, extending outside and adjacent to what we see before us on stage, and, in fact, we gain our sense of the solidity of the stage space by reference to the imagined context (142).

In place of such expectations we have, instead, ‘a sort of non-locality’ (Connor, 143).  Jonathan Kalb takes this further: he considers that ‘all useful interactions with the world outside the stage scene are gone’ (39).  The audience is not being encouraged to forget the external world, but is encouraged to recognize a clash and a conflict with the usual conventions that are used to represent the ‘real’: in a sense, they are being faced with something beyond the ‘real,’ and certainly something beyond the familiar dramatic conventions.  Kalb is also very astute in his exploration of certain directors who cannot seem to recognize the significance of the avoidance of external reference.  He writes of the propensity of directors and audiences to ‘read into his plays the details of whatever cultural issues are at hand’ (76).  Endgame has been associated with the period it was written in and the cultural memories this summons up: ‘It is worth noting,’ Jane Alison Hale writes,

that, at the same time Beckett wrote Endgame, the many hours spent in air-raid shelters during World War II were still vivid memories to most Europeans, and the horrors of impending nuclear war were becoming a matter of widespread concern (73).
The fifties are still a potent cultural memory today, and often provide the settings for popular films and drama, and if the play is read specifically in the context of the fifties, then such impositions can still occur, but Beckett is surely avoiding specificity in relation to both time and place.  For a 1977 production of the play it was felt necessary to ‘place’ Endgame within a particular context; the programme included the following explanation: ‘Hamm finds himself a survivor after a world holocaust’ (Kalb, 77).  Kalb refers to other productions that felt the need to give ‘a private explanation of what was originally created to resist explanation’ (77).  JoAnne Akalaitis of the American Repertory Theatre has become quite notorious for crossing swords with Beckett in relation to her 1984 production of the play.  She, too, placed it after a nuclear holocaust, which, Kalb considers, dredges up ‘emotional baggage’ (81).  Akalaitus explained her aim to Kalb; she obviously wanted the audience to bring their cultural memories to the play; she wanted a sense of familiarity that would find an echo in them: ‘something … that could touch us, refer to our lives’ (Kalb, 82), without realizing that there is no need to ground it in this way; it has the power to ‘touch us’ by its denial of such direct reference.  The cultural memories associated with fears of nuclear warfare permeate such productions, and can stifle individual interpretation.  Theodor Adorno is useful here, as he is recognizing a quite contrary direction in the play when he speaks of Beckett demolishing or obliterating culture, of presenting us with ‘culture-trash’ (9).  For Adorno, Endgame is involved in 

a post-mortem examination of dramaturgy: the news that there are no more painkillers depicts catastrophe.  [Dramatic] components have been toppled along with that meaning once discharged by drama; Endgame studies (as if in a test tube) the drama of the age, the age that no longer tolerates what constitutes drama (26).

Adorno’s association here of traditional drama and painkillers (for the collective psyche of the audience) is perceptive, and I think captures forcefully the very different kind of drama which is happening here: it is not to do with escapism and relegating troublesome questions to the past; it is meant to unsettle and disturb, not reassure.  Richard Gilman makes the point simply: Beckett’s ‘imagination functions almost entirely outside history’ (83).  An analogy with visual art is perhaps useful here: Beckett’s art is not representational, but abstract.

Memories do enter the closed world of Endgame.  Nagg and Nell reminisce about the past: Nell recalls ‘Lake Como … One April afternoon,’ and immediately places doubt upon the memory by asking of Nagg: ‘Can you believe it?’ (21).  In their current situation the past seems an impossible fact, a time when Nell could feel ‘happy’ – a happiness Nagg scoffs at (23).  Nell’s repeated ‘(elegaic). Ah! yesterday!’ (18; 20); Nagg’s ‘Do you remember -’ (18) swiftly followed by Nell’s ‘No’ (19) and Hamm’s ‘Do you remember when you came here?’ (29), also followed directly by Clov’s ‘No,’ tend to subvert the credibility of these memories of a shared past.  The emphasis is also on the ‘dynamics of forgetting.’  In this situation ‘it is … fitting,’ as Hale has pointed out, ‘that the painting should be turned to the wall’ (73), as this is no place for such a cultural memory.  This is ‘a universe where coloured landscapes seen through the imaginary window of a painting in perspective have turned to a flat, barren greyness …’ (Hale, 73).  Kalb considers that ‘Endgame militates against spectators believing information about the past’ (86).  Beckett is challenging memory, and not only the memories of his characters; he is also preventing the comforting and seductive illusion of consensus that shared associations can provide for the audience. In this world things are running out.  ‘There are no more…’ and we are given a long list of expired objects and consumables: ‘bicycle wheels,’ ‘pap,’ ‘nature,’ ‘sugar plums,’ ‘tide,’ ‘navigators,’ ‘painkiller,’ ‘coffins,’ and even God (‘The bastard! He doesn’t exist!’[38]).   Thomas Kilroy suggests that ‘we identify objects [in Endgame] only at the expense of memory.’ (188).  Pictures are turned to the wall; alarm clocks become heralds of departure; ashbins are the repositories of two old people: the props become defamiliarized; their utilitarian purposes in the everyday world fade and memory becomes a questionable and defunct aid to interpretation. 


Literary and cultural allusions also refuse to provide a satisfactory ‘meaning’ to the action and situation of the play, as Gabriele Schwab has pointed out:

We seem to be offered a play decidedly rich in connotation.  Literary criticism has worked out allusions to literary and cultural history which are sufficiently broad in scope.  Hamm as Hamlet, as ‘ham’ actor; his sheet as Christ’s sudarium or a stage curtain, and so forth.  Nevertheless, such connotation cannot be woven into the pattern of a coherent structure.  The continual fluctuation between offers of connotation and their withdrawal prevents closure (92).
‘What we experience,’ continues Schwab, ‘is our own decentredness’ (93).  This recalls Adorno’s suggestion that culture is being obliterated (9).  Gilman considers that 

what is being placed on sorrowfully mocking exhibition here is not the state of the world or of inner life as any philosopher or sociologist or psychiatrist could apprehend it (or as we ourselves could in our amateur practice of those roles) but the very myths of meaning, the legends of significance that go into the making of humanistic culture, providing us with a sense of purpose and validity separated by the thinnest wall from the terror of the void (84).

I now want to bring in another voice, that of Robert Pirsig, in order to delve further into this idea of cultural memory.  Pirsig is famous for his popularization of philosophical exploration in Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance, the reading and enjoyment of which seems to be a cultural memory shared by many.  It is only recently that I picked up Lila: An Inquiry into Morals from my bookshelves, where it has lain dormant and unread for many years.  This book carries on Pirsig’s examination into quality that he began in the former volume.  Here he puts forward the thesis that there are two kinds of quality: static and dynamic.  Static quality can be associated with cultural memory: it is concerned with tradition and custom, the status quo and the past.  Dynamic quality is different: it challenges the unity and motionlessness of the static pattern, just as experimental art challenges traditional conventions in the arts.  Pirsig uses a baby’s development to demonstrate the two qualities:

When [she or] he is is a few months old the baby studies [her or] his hand or rattle, not knowing it is a hand or rattle, with [a] sense of wonder and mystery and excitement (122). 

This is experiencing the world through the force of dynamic quality, but static quality enters; it is necessary to produce a pattern that creates a way of understanding the surroundings.

But it is not until the baby is several months old that [she or] he will begin to really understand enough about that enormously complex correlation of sensations and boundaries and desires called an object to be able to reach for one.  This object will not be a primary experience.  It will be a complex pattern of static values derived from experience.

  Once the baby has made a complex pattern of values called an object and found this pattern to work well [she or] he quickly develops a skill and speed at jumping through the chain of deductions that produced it, as though it were a single jump. …

  In this way static patterns of value become the universe of distinguishable things.  Elementary static distinctions between such entities as ‘before’ and ‘after’ and between ‘like’ and ‘unlike’ grow into enormously complex patterns of knowledge that are transmitted from generation to generation as the mythos, the culture in which we live.

  This … was why little children are usually quicker to perceive Dynamic Quality than old people, why beginners are usually quicker than experts … (123).

So static quality is necessary: it is a way for us to deal with the complexity of life, but without dynamic quality the world can become mired in stasis, without the ability to change and evolve.  If we recall Lyotard’s contention that competence in regard to a specific culture’s set of customs and knowledge base ‘makes it possible to distinguish the one who knows from one who doesn’t (the foreigner, the child) [and] is what constitutes the culture of a people’ (19), it is clear that ‘the foreigner and the child’ are analogous to Pirsig’s ‘little children’ and ‘beginners.’  Those who haven’t learned the static social codes are placed outside, and are also in a position to challenge the status quo.  This can be seen as a threat, but dynamic quality is essential to prevent stagnation.  A useful analogy can also be made between static quality and Mcmullan’s definition of what Beckett refuses: ‘the past as either spatially or temporally static’ (6).  Mcmullan’s contention that Beckett refuses the stasis of a shared, cultural memory of the past links him to dynamic quality, and this also recalls Balme’s term ‘the dynamics of forgetting.’  In this way forgetting loses some of its negative connotations and becomes a positive and subversive force.  (But recalling Orwell, it is important to be a little cautious here and not to forget the political machinations that can exploit short-term memory.  But maybe we are still dealing with stasis and memory here, as all the remembering that is required of those without power is that they remember who has power, as in this way the powerful retain the authority to state ‘how it is’, and thus stasis is sustained, along with the power.) 


Katharine Worth has described Endgame as giving the impression of ‘constriction and stasis.’ (82).  In the play, as Schwab and many others have pointed out, ‘Hamm and Clov live their relationship on the model of master and slave’ (Schwab, 89).  Paul Lawley suggests that ‘Hamm sees all relationships … in terms of dominance and servitude’ (120).  Emmanuel Jacquart describes the microcosm of the play as a ‘seat of conflict which opposes two forces embodied by Clov and Hamm’ (81).  I wish to suggest that Hamm can be seen to stand as the static quality in the play.  He controls his world and the static round of habit and repetition which so dominates in the play.  His thought processes are immured in the past:

Hamm: I love the old questions. (With fervour.) Ah the old questions, the old answers, there’s nothing like them! (Pause.) It was I was a father to you (29).

This linking of the role of father with the love of the pre-existing system which gives the role of father its authority is telling here.  Clov, placed in the role of son, can be seen to represent the dynamic quality: he is the only character who possesses movement, and he repeatedly states his desire to leave.  In Gilman’s words: ‘Only Clov seems to have any desire or capacity for a change of ciricumstances; he grumbles or protests bitterly at his subjugation to Hamm’ (82).  He challenges his subvervient position, and thus challenges Hamm’s tyranny and the static world it constructs and preserves.


Gilman writes of the ‘myths of meaning, the legends of significance that go into the making of humanistic culture’ (84) that he convincingly argues are demonstrated and challenged in Endgame, and I want to return to this idea here.  Who constructs these ‘myths of meaning,’ these systems of cultural memory or grand narratives?  In the macrocosm, our world, we could answer that it is those with the power to do so, and without too much over-simplicatiom, could answer that this role, the powerful role, the role of shaper, has been the perogative of men.  The patriarch, the king, the tyrant, the father: these are the roles we associate with power and with the preservation of the status quo.  Endgame presents us with a simplified picture in microcosm: Hamm is in the centre; in the margins are the powerless of this world: the old man and the old woman, Nagg and Nell, and the servant, Clov.  Hamm, as Anthony Easthope acknowledges, can be seen as a ‘tyrant, who lives to enjoy his exercise of power over others’ (50). 


Hamm holds the power in this world.  He knows ‘the combination of the larder’ (15), and this is a simplified but very clear and even satiric diminishing of what lies behind power in the world: the powerful control the necessities of life, the most basic of which is food.  I spoke of this as a satiric diminishing, but, since writing the original paper, I have found a direct analogy in real events.  In 1976 John Pilger made a TV documentary entitled Zap! The Weapon Is Food which, as summarized by Anthony Hayward, ‘revealed secretary of state Henry Kissinger’s policy of seeking support for the US government’s foreign policy by refusing aid to countries that did not vote with it in the United Nations’ (189).  Pilger explains the subject of the documentary as follows:

It was about the power of American multinational food corporations.  Three of them control the international trade in food grain.  Kissinger was denying food to countries that failed to vote with the United States at the UN.  He had a Zap Office specially set up in the State Department that monitored voting patterns.  Zapped countries were warned and, if they continued to vote against the United States, were denied shipments of American food (qtd. in Hayward, 189).
It is an intriguing parallel.  America holds the power in the real world, and can choose who to ‘reward’ and who to ‘punish’ by the giving or withholding of food.  In the documentary Pilger quotes directly the public statement of one of Kissinger’s staff, who declared that ‘to give food aid to countries just because they ae starving is a pretty weak reason’ (qtd. in Hayward, 189).  In other words, forget disinterested charity or humanitarian concerns, if you’re not with us you can starve; food becomes a weapon in the power game.

With his power Hamm over food is able to control the present, but is also able to control, or more to the point, construct the narrative of the past, which in turn gives him power.  Connor writes of Hamm’s ‘endless attempts to retrieve the past’ (123), but I have doubts about the authenticity of his versions of the past.  He has knowledge unavailable to Clov:

Hamm: Do you remember when you came here?

Clov: No.  Too small, you told me.

Hamm: Do you remember your father?

Clov: (wearily.) Same answer. …

Hamm: … It was I was a father to you (29).

Here, simply and concisely, Hamm demonstrates his power: he has knowledge of the past (which he can recount or distort or refuse to impart); he also appropriates the traditional authority of the father.  The authority of the father concerns creation: the father gives life (in terms of authority the mother’s role is marginalized), and somehow this makes the father more significant than the son.  Clov becomes his ‘creature’: ‘Ah the creatures, the creatures, everything must be explained to them’ (32).  Clov also becomes the student, learning how to communicate through his father’s teaching: ‘I use the words you taught me.  If they don’t mean anything any more, teach me others’ (32).


Hamm in turn has a father, Nagg, immured now in a dustbin.  He has only the vestiges of power left.  He has to beg for food from his son, which is a strikingly clear and satiric way of demonstrating his disempowerment and subservience to his son.  Food is given, offered as a reward, or withdrawn at will.  It is worthwhile glancing at the ways that Nagg still manages to use his last traces of power.  ‘After all,’ he can state simply, ‘I’m your father’ (38).  The story he tells Hamm is unverifiable by Hamm, as it goes back to a time when Hamm was powerless and dependent: he, like Clov, was ‘too small’ to remember or to threaten his father’s authority.  When, as a child, Hamm was ‘a tiny boy [it is intriguing that size is again signalled] and [was] frightened’ and called to his father he was callously ignored.  Nagg used his power to withhold affection, and disappoint hope: ‘you were a tiny boy, and were frightened, in the dark, and I was your only hope’ (38).  This story is unverifiable but is designed to be cruel.  This is Nagg’s revenge for not receiving his promised sugar plum, and he takes this revenge further by adding the, again unverifiable, idea that he didn’t listen to his son’s story, just as he didn’t listen to his cries as a baby.  Again it is as if the father is more important than his ‘creature’; the refusal to listen, in both circumstances, is resonant of a denial of his son’s existence.  Hamm needs witnesses; without an audience a narrator may as well be silent; without those who will obey a tyrant has no power.  Nagg also tells a story, his joke about the tailor, and is emphatic about his audience’s (Nell’s) enjoyment of the story in the past.  Nell doesn’t listen to the story, and Nagg is forced to laugh at it alone, and this nullifies the power of his narrative, just as Nagg’s apparent refusal to listen attempts to with Hamm’s story.

Hamm’s father tells him a story of when he was the powerful one, and treated his son without pity.  Hamm is now enacting the role of father, which is in accordance with his own father’s role as narrated; it is without pity: cruel and despotic.  There is a perpetuation of cruelty: the static pattern is passed on from father to son.  Hamm also ‘with prophetic relish’ attempts a narrative of the future, and this is firmly based upon a narrative from the past.  It is a narrative that projects Hamm’s own past on Clov’s future: ‘One day you’ll be blind, like me’ (28).  Clov, like Hamm, will be blind and unable to move, which accords well with this perpetuation of suffering we are witnessing.  Clov, like Hamm, will be in the dark, with noone to listen to him, and like Hamm as a little child will have noone to show him affection or come to him when he cries.  This is clearly projection, and an attempt to perpetuate the static pattern into the future.  The ‘pity’ that it is suggested Clov has never had for anyone relates far more strongly to Hamm, and before him to Nagg.

Hamm’s most significant narrative is his ‘story’ (34).  After ensuring a listener with the bribe of a sugar plum and a brief self-absorbed preamble he begins to tell his story.  The story is to be told, the stage directions inform us, in a ‘Narrative tone,’ which is interrupted, in a ‘Normal tone,’ by Hamm’s interjections, which give the sense of a story being invented: Hamm is an author, an authority, and it seems to me that he is creating a narrative of the past, just as he attempted to create his own version of Clov’s future in his earlier story.  Hamm is in the central position in his story.  ‘The man [who] came crawling towards [him], on his belly’ (35) is a supplicant: begging for food like his father, or like the toy dog that is imagined ‘begging … for a bone’ (31).  Food is very much the key here: Hamm as a baby cried for attention and affection, but also of course for food (his mother’s milk or the ‘pap’ Nagg repeatedly calls for) to no avail.  In this way Hamm’s story becomes implicated in an unjustifiable revenge against an innocent party.  Signals that this story is being invented rather than recalled are present in the diversity of days in which Hamm sets his narrative; the range of settings offered are like false starts and reworkings: “It was an extraordinarily bitter day, I remember …’ (35); ‘It was a glorious bright day, I remember …’; ‘It was a howling wild day, I remember …’ (36); ‘It was an exceedingly dry day, I remember …’ (37).  The ‘I remember’ is reiterated, but loses its credibility and is destabilized.  Is this a story which reanacts Clov’s past?  I doubt it.  Surely it is just as fictional as the pretence that the dog is ‘gazing at me’ or ‘standing there imploring me’ (31).  It is a story that satisfies Hamm’s need for subserviance and the pleas of the powerless.  This is how he feels a sense of worth: to have his power witnessed and acknowledged by others.  The man is imagined debasing himself and grovelling at his feet: Hamm is now getting the attention his father denied him.  

Beckett shows us a hopeless and pitiless world, but by doing so subverts the myth of power by abstracting it out of all its finery and pomp and swagger, all the rhetoric and mystification it has gathered round itself through time.  Power, in its nakedness, is demythologized.  The ‘myths of meaning’ (Gilman, 84) are being unveiled and mocked, along with the propagators of such myths.  Hamm’s ‘kingdom’ is a little room; he subjugates his old parents and his son; the whole situation has a ludicrous quality, and this mockery, by extension, can inform the audience’s view of power and control in the world outside of the play.  We can question, with Clov, why we collude with power: “Do this, do that, and I do it.  I never refuse.  Why?’ (31).  Is it because we are caught up in the system from such an early age: caught up in the static patterns of ‘“before” and “after” and between “like” and “unlike”’ (Pirsig 123) as if in an enormous spider’s web from which we cannot escape?  Beckett shows us a little world in which one either dominates or is dominated, and maybe Clov escapes, but we do not see it.

Hamm seeks to control his world.  When he was little he was unable to control things: his father tells him he was ignored and denied succour.  Death brings an end to all, and this is surely why Hamm resists ending while at the same time desiring it: it means loss of control.  The nearest we get to an ending is with the sighting of the ‘small boy’ through the window (49).  Hamm tells Clov: ‘It’s the end … we’ve come to the end.  I don’t need you any more’ (50).  The boy is ‘small.’  Does he represent a new opportunity for Hamm to impose his static, self-perpetuating tyranny on yet another?  Traditionally the entrance of a child towards the end of the play is symbolic of hope.  A dynamic quality is introduced, and this provides optimism: the promise of change and a movement forward.  But I think Beckett is countering dramatic expectations here.  Another character has been introduced to Hamm’s story.  If the child enters the room he too can become subjugated to Hamm’s static ‘kingdom’: ‘this farce day after day’ (18; 26).  Clov is a constant irritation, a thorn in the side of Hamm.  He is insubordinate, and it is time to start again, with a ‘small boy,’ who Hamm can imagine will be more tractable.  Clov may well be free to leave (after all, Beckett did leave Ireland).

There are many reasons why Endgame avoids specificity of time and place.  It gives the play an openness which can never be closed, once and for all.  ‘There is no more …’ and yet there is always more: interpretation can never end this game.  One of the effects of the play is, as Schwab contends, ‘to make the audience conscious of how it projects meaning’ (96).  I have been very conscious of my own projection of meaning in writing this.  I have suggested a reading of the play which proposes that Beckett has placed in an abstract and unreal setting, starkly and simply, the basic constituents of the grand narrative of power in the world: he who has has power; those who want have not.  He who has power creates the world in his own image; the powerless collude.  That there are other, and far more convincing readings I am pleased to allow.  That there is one, overiding interpretation of this play, I will not.  This is true of all good drama, I’ll grant you, but is even more the case with Beckett’s work - and this is surely its abiding magic.
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