Endgame and Performance

I will be discussing how Endgame works in performance, and in the process setting up a dialogue with those for whom it doesn’t work, in an attempt to discover why - and how - it does so profoundly for some.  Samuel Beckett described it as ‘the favourite of my plays’ (Gontarski xv), or alternatively as ‘the one I dislike least’ (McMillan 163). Hugh Kenner calls it Beckett’s ‘single most remarkable work’ (Kenner 165), while Harold Bloom states that ‘Endgame is Beckett’s masterpiece’ (Bloom 8).  Katharine Worth recognizes that it ‘draws out reactions of dislike’ (Worth 9), and reports one theatre critic who describes Katie Mitchell’s production as ‘Chinese water torture’ (Worth 56).1  This is a fairly recent response, and what I think is useful is to go back to much earlier responses to this play.  Harold Hobson and Kenneth Tynan were two British critics who, rather against the tide of contemporary theatre critics, reacted favourably to the British premiere of Waiting for Godot.2  That English audiences did not immediately take to Godot was for Hobson ‘hardly surprising,’ as they ‘notoriously dislik[e] anything not understandable’ (Hobson 1955 93).  Godot is now considered a classic, and nowadays many may well be surprised at its early reception, and even question whether ‘understanding’ Beckett’s drama is really the issue.  

Tynan begins his review of Godot by suggesting that ‘a special virtue attaches to plays which remind the drama of how much it can do without and still exist’ (Tynan 1995 95).  This seems to me remarkably astute.  He cares, he tells us, ‘for the way it pricked and stimulated my own nervous system,’ and the way ‘it forced me to re-examine the rules which have hitherto governed the drama; and, having done so, to pronounce that they are not elastic enough’ (Tynan 1955 97).  Again, very useful insights are being expressed here: he is recognizing the profound effects upon the individual of this innovative drama, and also appreciating the way Beckett has stretched of the rules of drama through a process of reduction – a remarkable achievement.


If we then turn to their reviews of Fin de Partie (the original version of Endgame, written in French)3 we hear Hobson describe it as ‘magnificent’ (Hobson 1957 164), and contend that the play

has outraged the Philistines, earned the contempt of half-wits and filled those who are capable of telling the difference between theatre and a bawdy-house with a profound and sombre and paradoxical joy (Hobson 1957 161).

Tynan is neither a Philistine or a half-wit, and his review of Godot makes this perfectly clear.  But for Tynan in Godot there was ‘a human affirmation’ that is missing from Fin de Partie; in this play Beckett is described as ‘stamping on the face of mankind’ (Tynan 1957 165).  Tynan’s response has lost the appreciation of dramatic rule-breaking and is much more involved with the content, even ‘the message’ as he sees it:

For a short time I am prepared to listen in any theatre to any message, however antipathetic.  But when it is not only disagreeable but forced down my throat, I demur (Tynan 1957 166).

What has happened?  Can this be the same production that filled Hobson with ‘a profound and sombre and paradoxical joy’?  Can this be the same critic who, in response to Godot, celebrated the re-examination of dramatic rules and their transgression?  There is a movement here, and one that is not acknowledged, from the formal considerations in his response to Godot to a far more individual reaction to content, and to an interpretation of what the play ‘means.’  The idea of Beckett having a ‘message’ is a telltale signal.  Beckett has famously stated, in relation to Joyce, that ‘form is content, content is form’ (Cohn 1983 27).4  Should his own work be viewed in the same way?  Isn’t Tynan making the mistake that in his review of Godot he so perceptively avoided, which is to judge Beckett’s drama by rules that don’t apply?  Many forms of drama do contain a message, and this is especially true of realism.  But Beckett is not a realist.  It is a mistake to approach his work as if he is, as the result must be that he will be judged as failing to abide by realist conventions and the expectations they have set up.  Tynan has interpreted the play.  It speaks to him, and says: ‘man is a pygmy who connives at his own inevitable degradation’ (Tynan 1957 165).  Interpretation when applied to Beckett’s work cannot avoid being an individual and personal response, and in my discussion of the play I want to keep as far as possible from an interpretative approach as I can, for reasons that will become clear.


Beckett has described the play as a ‘one-set howl’ (Knowlson 426); ‘a gloomy graceless act’ (Knowlson 427), and as ‘rather difficult and elliptic, mostly depending on the power of the text to claw, more inhuman than Godot’ (Harmon 11) and yet, James Knowlson tells us, ‘he rated [it] more highly than … Godot’ (Knowlson 435).  It is a difficult play.  Vivian Mercier describes it as the ‘grimmest of his plays’ (Mercier 7).  Mercier is a scholar and a well respected commentator on Beckett’s work, but of Endgame he declares: ‘Personally, I loathe the play and wonder whether the ability to make one’s audience suffer is a valid artistic criterion’ (Mercier 174).  His reaction is extreme - one of repulsion: ‘In fact,’ he tells us, ‘after seeing the first New York production of Endgame, I turned away in disgust from Beckett’s work as a whole’ (Mercier 177).5  Interestingly, Brooks Atkinson found the same production ‘quite impressive,’ which he qualifies with: ‘Impressive in the macabre intensity of mood, that is’ (Atkinson 171).  Mercier considers that the play has no ‘philosophical validity’ (Mercier 175), but Atkinson is prepared to consider it in terms of performance and dramatic effect:

Whether or not [Beckett’s] theme is acceptable or rational, his director, Alan Schneider, has had the grace to take him at his own evaluation and stage his play seriously.  Although there is not much physical movement in it, it has continuous tension and constant pressure (Atkinson 172).

He remarks on Beckett’s ability to ‘create a mood by using words as incantations,’ and decides that the play is ‘a superb stroke of theatre’ (Atkinson 172).  Again, can this be the same play?  The responses seem heartfelt, and Mercier acknowledges the personal nature of his disgust.  What interests me are the extremes of the opposing responses, between Hobson and Tynan and between Mercier and Atkinson.  Something is going on here, and something pretty divisive.  I want to explore what this could be.


I  recently saw Matthew Warchus’s production of the play, which was impressive on just about every count.6  The reviewer in The Independent described it as ‘a stunningly good production …. that confirmed my growing conviction that Beckett is the greatest dramatist to use the English language since Shakespeare,’7 – high praise indeed.  A colleague of mine, after seeing this production, came to my office to discuss it, and decided that the play was a ‘perfect play – the most perfect play of the twentieth century.’8  This set me to thinking.  What is a ‘perfect play’?  Would Beckett, who so valorizes failure, recognize such a term as appropriate?  I suppose the term ‘perfect play’ summons up, for me, terms like ‘well made play,’ which surely couldn’t be applied to Endgame.  

I want to set aside interpretation, and look at the play initially in terms of structure, whilst at the same time keeping in mind that form cannot necessarily be separated from content.  I also want to keep in mind the fact that, with a play like Endgame, the interpretation and response to both form and content will differ widely, according to each member of the audience, in relation to the expectations and the life experience they bring with them, which cannot fail to influence their reception of the play.  Worth makes some interesting observations about the way responses to Beckett have changed over the years, for instance: ‘People have got used by now to the idea of Beckett’s being funny as well as formidable,’ and audiences who are familiar with Beckett, and his plays, will have a ‘sense of anticipation as a set piece of drollery approaches’ (Worth 66).  Once you have become familiar with Endgame you know what is going to happen, and feel less lost: your expectations concerning structure now fit the play, even shape the play in your mind, rather than working against it.  The original shock of the new cannot be re-experienced, although newcomers to plays like Endgame will often react in similar ways to the early reviewers: with delight or with confusion and bewilderment, and they may reject it and dismiss it out of hand.9


We can recall Tynan’s words about Beckett’s drama reminding him (or reminding ‘the drama’) ‘how much it can do without and still exist’ (Tynan 1955 95).  Godot, he tells us, has ‘no plot, no climax, no denouement; no beginning, no middle, no end’ (Tynan 1955 95).  I wonder if spectators still see it that way.  Many spectators have become familiar with the play.  What I expect is recognized today is that it isn’t exactly true to say that either Godot or Endgame lack such dramatic elements, although Beckett’s drama certainly moves away from the expectations concerning what a dramatic plot ‘should’ be - expectations that have been produced by many kinds of traditional drama, especially realist drama.  And it is not surprising that his plays do not conform to realist conventions, as Beckett is not a realist.  Beckett often plays with traditional dramatic elements: there is parody and there are shocks and surprises.  Tynan recognizes that Beckett, with Godot, has gone beyond the traditional conventions, and succeeded.  Why does he feel that he has not succeeded with the play that followed?  


Perhaps many theatre-goers and critics in the fifties had their dramatic expectations too directly formed by the drama of the time.  Godot and Endgame shared the British stage in this period with plays by John Osborne, Arnold Wesker and Shelagh Delaney, playwrights who were changing the expectations of drama, but in terms of content rather than form. There was new content in that they were focusing upon working-class characters and situations, but the form was not new, and maintained the stable beginning, middle and end audiences had come to consider were essential elements of drama, and of course their plays conveyed a message.  In 1961 Beckett spoke to Tom Driver of a new form, not a renunciation of form, but a ‘form [that] will be of such a type that it admits the chaos …. a form that accommodates the mess’ (Driver 219).  If we think of the structure of Endgame as a movement towards a form of art that ‘admits the chaos’ and ‘raises questions that it does not attempt to answer’ (Driver 220), I think that we can begin to place clear water between what Endgame is doing and what many other kinds of drama are doing, especially the British realist drama of the fifties.


And perhaps, in order to create something new, going backwards is the first step - back before the late nineteenth century and the kind of realist theatre introduced by Ibsen which has had such a strong influence on writers and directors in the theatre, on film and on television.  Beckett can also be seen to be stepping outside the domains of ‘legitimate’ or ‘serious’ drama, into popular forms such as the music hall and pantomime, forms that celebrate and feature theatricality in a way that realist drama will not, by definition.  In relation to structure critics have often gone back to earlier, traditional forms in discussions of Endgame.  Mercier suggests that this play has an affiliation with tragedy (Mercier 14), while Andrew Kennedy suggests that the ‘one-act structure … gradually closes in like the final scene of a traditional tragedy’ (Kennedy 47).  Theodor Adorno, in his discussion of Endgame, also cites tragedy, a form of drama which has been ‘renounced … because its stylization and resulting pretentiousness seemed alien to secular society’ (Adorno 26).  Such stylization has been renounced by realist drama, as a matter of course, in its aim to create an illusion of life as it seems to be, rather than a poetic expression abstracted from ‘reality.’  For Adorno, in Endgame, ‘dramatic components reappear after their demise.  Exposition, complication, plot, peripeteia, and catastrophe return as decomposed elements’ (Adorno 26).  And intriguingly Kennedy suggests a traditional structure underlying the play.  For him it not only resembles the fifth act of a tragedy, but, following Adorno, he considers that there is a condensation: a greatly reduced form of the whole tragic process, a kind of distillation.  He discusses the sixteen scenes Beckett formulated for the Berlin production of the play, which he directed, in 1967.10

The opening and closing tableaux  (scenes 1 and 16 …) constitute a kind of prologue and epilogue …. Scenes 2-10 … form the first major movement of the play, reaching a climax in the lines borrowed from the Tempest: ‘Our revels now are ended!’ ... The remaining scenes are dominated by the end (Kennedy 64).  

It is a fascinating idea: a chinese box structure which has affinities with the closing act of a tragedy while also containing further levels that echo traditional dramatic structure the deeper we delve.  We can discern the traditional pyramid structure in Kennedy’s analysis: exposition, rising action, climax, falling action and denouement, but it is a structure that is well hidden beneath the oddness of the surface, and it is not surprising that it can go unnoticed on the conscious level.  But it is no doubt attended to on a more subliminal level, and could be one of the reasons for the sense of satisfaction that many spectators feel after watching the play.


When Beckett directed Endgame he placed great emphasis on formal elements.  ‘There are no accidents in Endgame.  It is all built on analogies and repetitions.’ (Gontarski xiii).  And he stressed simplicity: ‘it’s got to become simple, just a few small, precise motions’ (Gontarski xvi), and in his direction he worked ‘to clarify and develop the lines of conflict and sharpen the play’s ambiguities’ (Gontarski xix).  ‘“The play is full of echoes,” he told his German cast. “They all answer each other”’ (Gontarski xxi).  S. E Gontarski summarize the importance of repetition and balance in Beckett’s approach to the play:

Pattern is as crucial to Beckett’s eye as to his ear, and that patterning dominates his theatrical notes: motion is repeated to echo other motion, posture to echo other posture, gestures to echo other gestures, sounds to echo other sounds.  The principle of analogy is fundamental (Gontarski xx).

The final tableau should echo the opening one (Gontarski 48): ‘the much rehearsed and serene ending echoes the beginning – a deliberately theatrical tableau’ (Kennedy 50), and the importance of this final stasis for Beckett, and the way he wished it to linger in the memory of the audience, is clear when he tells his actors that a curtain call is ‘repugnant’ to him, as ‘it would have hurt me to break up the picture at the end’ (Gontarski 71).  Beckett told Jonathan Kalb 

that it was essential ‘to visualize a play on your own mental stage while you’re writing,’ and went on to explain that the reason he preferred Endgame to Godot was that it was better visualized in that way and is thus ‘a more complete and coherent movement’ (Kalb 72).  

Knowlson considers that, when Beckett directed Endgame,

What [he] … did was to see the work in terms of clear visual patterns with movements so carefully charted that the word ‘choreography’ can quite properly be applied to a meticulously planned direction (Gontarski, Introduction).

Pattern is present in what Kalb has called the ‘perfectly balanced ambiguities’ (Kalb 82) of the play.  Paul Lawley considers that ‘few texts can be more explicitly structured upon binary oppositions than Endgame,’ and cites the ‘onstage/offstage, inside/outside opposition’ alongside ‘past/present, land/sea. nature/non-nature, light/darkness’ (Lawley 1992 124).  Pierre Chabert speaks of polarities in terms of the dramatic tension they produce: 

Just as there is an intrinsic tension between silence and words, so there is an intrinsic tension between immobility and movement.  Words emanate from silence and return to it, movement emanates from immobility and returns to it (Kalb 39).
Drama is conflict, and there is a strong conflict in the play.  Beckett stressed this when he decided that ‘there must be maximum aggression between [Hamm and Clov] from the first exchange of words onward.  Their war is the nucleus of the play’ (Gontarski 50).  He also describes the basic conflict: ‘Clov has only one wish, to get back into his kitchen – that must always be evident, just like Hamm’s constant effort to stop him.  This tension is an essential motif of the play’ (Gontarski 48).  This central tension was picked by Hobson in his early review (Hobson 1957 162), but Tynan seems to have missed the kind of tensions the play is built upon, and writes of his sense of ‘little variation, either of pace or emphasis’ in his response to the same production (Tynan 1957 166).  Yet, surely, ‘the fluctuation of tension’ in the play, which Kennedy notes as ‘a device that fills the stage with the illusion of dramatic action’ (Kennedy 57), is an essential element of the play, and foregrounded throughout.


A significant reason that underlies my own estimation of the play as dramatically effective concerns the very variety that Tynan considers the play lacks. There is variety of pace, including consistent alternations between movement and stasis, speech and silence.  There is a wide variety of tone – directions on speech shift continuously: instructions as various as: ‘tonelessly,’ ‘proudly,’ ‘gloomily’ (Endgame 12), ‘irritably,’ ‘gloomily’ (Endgame 13), ‘shocked,’ ‘relieved,’ ‘coldly,’ ‘louder,’ ‘violently’ (Endgame 14) are present within the first four pages of the text.  The mood is not one of unrelieved gloom: there are many comic moments, and styles of performance that recall music hall double acts or Laurel and Hardy or Marx Brothers films, while the introductory mime sequence and other comic business bring to mind the silent comedy of Buster Keaton.  The range is extensive: comic, tragic, bombastic, maudlin, elegiac, poetic, sad, ludicrous, desperate, stoic, exasperated.  It is never monotone; it never stays still; it is always moving.  


Kennedy points out the way ‘the whole play is conceived in thoroughly theatrical terms’ and speaks of the ‘highly play-conscious nature of Beckett’s art’ (Kennedy 61), and this area seems to me to be an essential one to explore when considering the play’s success as a theatrical event.  Beckett has said: ‘It is a playful piece’ (McMillan 218).  We get a very strong sense, right from the beginning of the play, of actors who are conscious of their roles as actors (as of course all actors really are).  Beckett spoke of the play as being ‘full of echoes’ (Gontarski xxi), and the metatheatrical elements produce a play full of mirrors, as the self reflexive play concerns drama mirroring drama, actors self consciously acting, and the audience members made aware of their own roles as spectators.  Kenner suggests that Hamm’s name points to his status as ‘the generic Actor’ (Kenner 160).  He is centre stage, always in need of an audience, and always tending to overact his part.  His first words: ‘Me … to play’ are redolent of his consciousness of role playing: ‘Can there be misery [he intones] loftier than mine?’ (Endgame 12).  It is histrionic but robbed of any sense of authenticity by the way he repeatedly undercuts his lofty rhetoric, by punctuating it with his own spoken doubts, as well as with the repeated yawns that signify an actor who isn’t entirely ‘in part’ as yet.  Clov’s first words: ‘Finished, it’s finished, nearly finished, it must be nearly finished’ (Endgame 12) denote not only a surprising way to begin a play, and a kind of pocket-sized exposition of the ‘endgame’ to follow, but can also be seen as signifying an actor at the beginning of a play, wishing that it was already over.  This metatheatrical play recurs throughout.  This is not like a realist play, where the actors are careful not to shatter the illusion that what the audience sees is ‘really’ happening.  There are explicit references to acting and the theatrical situation, and Antony Easthope has listed: ‘“farce,” “audition,” “aside,” “soliloquy,” “dialogue,” “underplot,” “exit”’ (Easthope 54).  What is being signalled here is that this is not real.  But of course there is a double play here: it is really happening: it is a play, acted in front of the audience, on the stage.  The play is referring to itself rather than to an illusory situation beyond, unlike realist drama.  Richard Gilman recalls Kenner’s influential discussion of the play when he suggests that Endgame can be viewed as ‘a play about playing, a performance “about” performance’ (Gilman 84).


Rather than considering this self-reflexive play in relation to Brecht, who was certainly encouraging the spectators to remember that they are watching play, instead of slipping passively into the illusion that what is happening is ‘real,’ it seems to me to be essential to recognize that Beckett is attempting something quite, quite different from Brecht.11  Ruby Cohn refers instead to Pirandello, who clearly has much stronger affinities with Beckett than Brecht has.  But Cohn is able to bring in a subtle and telling difference between the playwrights’ use of self reflexivity when she speaks of how Pirandello was ‘distinguishing between art and life, between fictional characters and actual people’ (Cohn 1980 76), whereas Beckett, she argues, ‘dramatizes authors,’ and Hamm ‘the first of this lineage’ is an author within the play, the ‘play author’ who mirrors his own creator by telling stories and ensuring a ‘stage audience’ with the bribe of a sugar plum (Cohn 1980 77).  Thus not only is the playwright as story teller mirrored within the play through Hamm, so is the audience through Nagg.  There are other kinds of self-reflexivity in quite other kinds of theatre, of course, which help to highlight its pervasiveness.  Clowns, pantomime dames and villains, and comedians generally will appeal to their audiences directly, breaking through the fourth wall and laying bear the performance as performance.  Soliloquies are another form of theatrical device which break the illusion of the stage word as separate and ‘real,’ and they are an important feature in Endgame.12  They of course have a strong presence in pre-realist drama, both tragedy and comedy, and Hamm alludes specifically to Shakespearian soliloquies when he echoes Richard III and Prospero.  Metatheatricality is present in Classical drama, in Medieval drama, in Early Modern drama, and is able to produce an intriguing double effect - a jolt - a reminder of the playwright’s role as fictionalizer, the actor’s role as actor, the spectator’s role as spectator.  It often involves a comic quality in that this device is simultaneously recognizing, and jolting the audience into recognizing, that this is a performance – it isn’t real, and yet it is - a real performance, happening in front of our eyes.  It is telling the truth, but a truth that realist drama is consistently concerned with not acknowledging, in favour of creating an illusion of truth in terms of the content.  For realism the form needs to be as transparent as possible so that the illusion of the ‘real’ (in terms of characters and events, etc.) is upheld.


Lawley comments on the ‘uncompromising stylization which is a characteristic of the play’s every facet’ (Lawley 1988 87).  The stylization of the play is striking evidence of its theatricality, and is an important feature that critics have returned to again and again.  Gabriele Schwab, for instance, speaks of Hamm and Clov as ‘highly stylized’ characters, who are both ‘condensed and overdetermined’ (Schwab 93).  Kennedy sees all ‘the four characters of Endgame [as] even more stylized – in terms of role, speech, physical appearance and movement – than are the characters of Waiting for Godot’ (Kennedy 53), and there is certainly a strong move in Endgame towards a greater theatricality and abstraction than is discernable in Godot.  Emmanuel Jacquart considers that, unlike a realist dramatist, ‘the author is not looking for a literal representation … but for a highly stylized equivalent’ (Jacquart 79).  Schwab’s point that the characters are ‘not only acting but also playing with these roles’ (Schwab 89) is of interest here, and relates back to the discussion above concerning the self consciousness that pervades the play.  For spectators unfamiliar with poetic drama the abstract, stylized quality of the characterization and acting must create certain problems, and a feeling of alienation.  Tynan’s fierce response to the production he reviewed seems to stem from a discomfort with the distancing effect: it was ‘portentously stylized’ with the result that it ‘piled on the agony until I thought my skull would split’ (Tynan 1957 166).  Kenner’s discussion of the characters as like chess pieces (Kenner 156-60) is useful, as it helps to make the stylization very clear, along with the difficulty an audience will have if they try to get involved in the way they are encouraged to do with more psychologically rounded characters.  This relates to the more ‘literal representation’ of realist drama that Jacquart suggests the play is not attempting to provide, but also to those impressive and moving, yet far more poetic representations of humanity we meet with in Greek and Early Modern tragedy.  Mercier pinpoints the abstraction of the characters in Endgame acutely when he suggests that with Hamm and Clov ‘we can laugh at them … we can fear them, but we cannot pity them nor identify with them’ (Mercier 14).  ‘We can laugh at them,’ just as we can laugh at circus clowns, where the characterization is dealing with physical absurdity and discouraging both identification and sympathy; ‘we can fear them,’ just as we can fear melodramatic or Gothic villains who are again one-dimensional, and working against psychological wholeness and the shades of grey we recognize in dramatic characters who are drawn in order to appear as lifelike and credible representations of humanity.  Kenner recognizes that Hamm has many of the properties of a ‘ludicrous stage villain’ (Kenner 164).  Straightforward pity is not being encouraged; we are distanced in a manner which is unusual, except in the more popular forms of theatre which are not concerned with portraying subtle levels of human complexity, but rather with the black and white abstractions of clown or villain.  This leads us back to the chess game and the black and white of the opposing pieces on the board.  Beckett has spoken about Endgame as ‘pure play’ (McMillan 14), and has commented on the chess analogy:

One must make a world of one’s own in order to satisfy one’s need to know, to understand, one’s need for order … There for me, lies the value of the theatre.  One turns out a small world with its own laws, conducts the action as if upon a chess board …. even the game of chess is still too complex (McMillan 15).
Beckett is aiming for ‘the extreme simplicity of the dramatic situation and issue’ (Harmon 24), and it is illuminating just how often phrases like ‘Keep it simple, everything simple’ (McMillan 204) and other admonitions concerning simplicity recur in Beckett’s direction of the play.


I think we are approaching a key and central issue here, and one that goes some way towards explaining the antipathy of critics such as Tynan and Mercier.  You will recall that Beckett described the play as ‘more inhuman than Godot’ (Harmon 11), and this certainly is true.  It is also - and this is allied with its ‘inhuman’ quality - more abstract and more theatrical.  If we think of it as ’pure play’ – like a chess game, but even simpler - we are approaching a source of its theatrical power.  Tynan missed the ‘human affirmation’ that he had gleaned from Godot (Tynan 1957 165).  He was, I suggest, reading the play as a ‘literal representation’ rather than as ‘pure play.’  Endgame is ‘a small world with its own laws,’ not what Tynan is reacting to, which is quite another kind play: Tynan is responding to something that isn’t Endgame – he is criticizing it for not being the kind of play that encourages us to respond to it as an apparently direct, realist representation of the world beyond the stage.  Mercier, too, with his description of the characters as ‘grotesque[s]’ and ‘monsters rather than men’ (Mercier 14) is also judging the play according to dramatic conventions which it is, intentionally, not adhering to.  The characters are not designed to be pitied or identified with in any straightforward or traditional way.  Something else is happening here: ‘something is taking its course’ (Endgame 17).


Endgame is poetic drama.  For me it convinces me that the ‘rules that have hitherto governed drama,’ and especially realist drama, are ‘not elastic enough,’ as Tynan suggested in relation to Godot.  Beckett has created ‘a small world with its own laws.’  I have so far kept away from interpretation, dwelling instead on formal and theatrical aspects of the play, such as dramatic structure, the self-reflexive play and the abstract characterization.  I now want to clarify just how important avoiding interpretation can be, in order to get a genuine sense of why this play works, and also suggest further reasons why it doesn’t work for others.  Beckett was very wary of providing interpretations, and this becomes more and more noticeable when reading the descriptions of his own direction of the play.13  He has famously told Alan Schneider that when ‘it comes to these bastards of journalists I feel that the only line is to refuse to be involved in exegesis of any kind.  That’s for those bastards of critics’ (Harmon 24).  He also cautioned Schneider not to ‘seek deep motivation everywhere’ (Harmon 29).  To actors he has given such enigmatic responses as: ‘I only know what’s on the page …. Do it your way’ (McMillan 179); ‘Don’t look for symbols in my plays’ (McMillan 181); ‘I don’t know what’s in Hamm’s head’ (McMillan 182).  This might seem unhelpful, yet for me it seems essential.  He retreats from exegesis - ‘I’d rather not talk about it’ (McMillan 230) - as talking about the play, apart from in theatrical and formal terms, would produce the kind of closure that the play itself is resisting in just about every way.  It is an endgame, but without a traditional ending, without closure, in both dramatic and interpretative terms.  The play needs to remain open. 


Kenner has stated, with genuine insight, that ‘the play contains whatever ideas we discern inside it; no idea contains the play’ (Kenner 164).  This openness to individual interpretation needs to be present, as this is where a great deal of the play’s effectiveness comes from.  Hobson’s review of Fin de Partie shows genuine insight.  What is admirable is the way he has, even with such small acquaintance with the play, managed to state something which holds just as true today, after many years have passed and many productions have taken place, and something that certain directors surely should have taken more notice of:

Beckett is a poet; and the business of a poet is not to clarify, but to suggest, to imply, to employ words with auras of association, with a reaching out towards a vision, a probing down into an emotion, beyond the compass of explicit definition (Hobson 1957 162). 

His words are a useful way into the thorny debate concerning directorial interpretation.  Although Beckett has directed the play on more than one occasion, he is insistent that his is not the definitive version: ‘I don’t claim my interpretation is the only correct one.  It’s possible to do the play quite differently, different music, movements, different rhythm …’ (Gontarski xviii).  Kalb presents a very useful summary of the kind of ‘explicit definitions’ directors have imposed upon the play (Kalb 77-87).  He analyzes this propensity by suggesting that

Even theater practitioners who consider themselves open-minded enough to accept frameworks of indecision sometimes end up pinning them down to particular meanings out of fear that audiences will not understand (Kalb 77).

But ‘understanding’ isn’t the point here.  Even with the best intentions 

Directors frequently express their love of and respect for Beckett’s work by overlaying their ingenious illustrative ideas on it.  What begins as an attempt at creative collaboration ends up as a private explanation of what was originally created to resist explanation (Kalb 77).

Easthope returns to Hobson’s idea of Beckett as a poet: 

Beckett’s work is ‘poetic.’  What the adjective really points to in Beckett’s plays … is the extraordinary ability of the language and the stagecraft to imply, suggest, connote, evoke, and set off expressive nuances (Easthope 57).

‘Clever’ conceptual direction closes down the ability for this poetic indeterminacy to work.  Hobson describes Beckett’s drama as ‘beyond the compass of explicit defiition’ (Hobson 1957 162), and yet many directors, as Kalb points out, lack the courage to trust Beckett, and end up ‘filling in the “missing” specifics in an effort to explain the unexplainable’ (Kalb 94).


The debate about directorial freedom has been an ongoing one in Beckett circles.  It has surfaced again and again at the Beckett seminars held at Reading University,14 and keeps recurring in the discussions of the Samuel Beckett Working Group.15  Angela Moorjani makes a very persuasive case against the heavy-handed impositions of certain directors in her paper for the Working Group in 2004, suggesting that directors should do ‘less, rather than more, in bringing the unspoken light to the audiences, leaving them … to grapple with glimmerings in the dark’ (Moorjani 13).  She is arguing in favour of the spectator, and against ‘directorial closure’ (Moorjani 14), which masks Beckett’s poetry.  Beckett’s drama is able ‘to imply, suggest, connote, evoke, and set off expressive nuances’ (Easthope 57); directors need to take care not to get in the way of all of this, because this is where the crucial drama happens: in the spectator’s response to the poetry of the play.  The reason, for me, that Endgame works as performance is because it is ‘beyond the compass of explicit definition’ (Hobson 1957 162).  This has to do with its carefully balanced structure, its self-reflexive play with dramatic elements, as well as the way in which the characters themselves are theatrical components (rather than simply representations of ‘real’ people).  For me this is poetry – dramatic poetry – the poetry of light and shade, movement and stasis, sound and silence, comedy and pathos.  This is what we start from; interpretation follows, but on the terms Kenner has stated: ‘the play contains whatever ideas we discern inside it’ (Kenner 164).  Like Moorjani, I want to place the spectator in the foreground when it comes to interpretation.


Kennedy suggests that the play ‘cannot be interpreted (despite all the critical efforts) definitively’; interpretation is an ‘endless process’ (Kennedy 48).  Such an idea will evoke a genuine feeling of pleasure (in me) or perhaps quite other feelings, such as exasperation, irritation, frustration (in others).  Schwab discusses how the play ‘has occasioned numerous speculative interpretations’ (Schwab 93).  She summarizes some of these and then makes a crucial point: that interpretations will tend towards reduction and closure, whereas the play itself resists both.  Directorial decisions based on interpretations can close down the play at the site of the performance; critical interpretations may well have less influence on spectators, but the movement is again towards an imposition of meaning that the play itself resists, and also challenges, as will become clear.  The play encourages the audience to feel ‘drawn into the game’ of trying to make sense of the play, but Schwab contends that the play also encourages us to begin to reflect upon our ‘own interpretative acts’ (Schwab 95).  It is a fascinating discussion, and a convincing one.  Schwab considers that

The effect is to make the audience conscious of how it projects meaning.  This allows it to experience its projections as an attempt to close and centre something inherently open and decentred.  We might also call this effort a defence against the experience of otherness.  At the same time the dis-illusioning strategies aim at altering our need for centring and closing open structures (Schwab 96).

This is thought provoking and is surely explaining something important in terms of what this play is doing, and what is happening in the minds of the spectators.  According to this line of thought a great deal of the drama is prompted by what is happening on stage, and yet is located in the spectator: in the spectator’s attempts at interpretation, and the ‘projection and closure’ (Schwab 95) this involves: the attempt and its frustration.  This process is dramatic, and will for some (for me) provoke pleasure and exhilaration, and for others provoke ‘extremely defensive responses’ (97).16


Wolfgang Iser follows Schwab in focusing on the ‘spectator’s interpretative faculties’ and how they are brought into play (Iser 168).  He writes of the way in which there is a constant movement involved: an ‘alternation of building and dismantling’ (Iser 168) in a spectator’s response to Beckett’s drama.  Like Schwab he recognizes the way in which we are encouraged into an awareness of the process of our own interpretative acts, but also made aware of way that our projections are being challenged.  We are 

continually building and dismantling concepts, and ultimately – through this very same inescapable process – we are forced to realize (in both senses of the word) the deficiencies of our interpretations (Iser 170).

And Iser recognizes that

This experience is conditioned by various factors connected with our own disposition and, above all, with the expectations that we bring to art and that are deliberately exploited by Beckett’s plays (Iser 170).

This is useful, and very helpful in my attempt to discover why Endgame works for some and not for others.  Iser suggests that Beckett’s plays can fail to satisfy ‘because they make us block our own paths to possible solutions’ (Iser 175).  He also contends, following Schwab, that the strategy of Endgame is ‘to bring the spectator into play’ (Iser 178):

Through this process, the dramatic focus of the play is shifted away from the plot … and onto the spectator …. The dramatic action, therefore, comes about through the projections of the spectator and occurs in the mind of the spectator, thus setting off a response pattern in which the spectator’s projections are cast as an integral part of the dramatic performance (Iser 187).


Spectators who are new to this kind of drama will experience far more problems in relating to the play than those with some experience of experimental drama, whether as audience members or practitioners.17  People who are accustomed to the kind of clarity realist drama provides are almost certain to feel confusion.  They have become habituated into looking for the kind of ‘literal representation’ Jacquart refers to, and as a result there is an almost impenetrable barrier between them and the play.  Realist drama encourages a more passive spectator, with the dramatic elements clarifying and encouraging a large degree of consensus as to what is being portrayed, and how it should be interpreted.  Without this clarity many spectators feel lost, and frustrated.  Many spectators new to the play find it depressing.  The characters are of the kind generally ignored by mainstream drama, which rarely deals with ageing and disability.  Interestingly, those who have experience of working with the physically impaired, such as carers, hospital workers or health visitors, or have relations or friends who are disabled, find a way into the play through the knowledge they bring with them.  The tendency is generally to make sense of the play by interpreting it as representational.  This cannot distort it into realist drama, but the familiarity of responding to realism, which resembles the way we respond to the world, is hard to relinquish.  It is familiar, it feels safer.  This is of course where the ideas of Schwab and Iser and their discussions of how familiar forms of sense making are thwarted and resisted, and thus challenged, come into play.  Endgame encourages the spectator to make sense of what is happening on stage, but then challenges this very procedure.  I find that this play tends to be more revealing about the spectator than it could ever be said to be about itself.  We are forced to bring more of ourselves into play than ever can be the case with realist drama, where so much of the explication is clear and unfolds before our eyes.  It is also essential to note that not all theatre-goers will have the kind of analytical skills that Schwab and Iser are presupposing.  Without such sophistication the challenging nature of the play can fall flat, and seem ineffective and pointless, and for some the response is one of boredom.

I have discovered that Beckett is not for everyone.  This may seem an obvious fact, but it is illuminating, and helps me tone down my proselytizing tendencies when teaching the play.  Some will be intrigued from the first and welcome the challenge that his work poses; others will be dismissive, even repelled, and I think that this is because his drama aims at far more hidden, unconscious levels of the self than other kinds of drama, which deal much more overtly with the surface, the seeable, the sayable, and of course the understandable.  I also think that it is difficult for audience members who do not have a practical and/or academic experience of theatre to appreciate just what is being done here.  There is a spell-binding quality in the way in which this play creates what for me is a thrilling theatrical experience out of what seems to be so little.  It is simple, pared down to the bones, but manages to suggest so much: in dramatic terms as well as in relation to interpretation, it seems that, for some of us, the less we are given the more we make of it.

Mercier suggests that interpretations of Beckett’s work ‘reveal more about the psyches of the people who offer them than about the work itself or the psyche of the author,’ and sees himself as no exception (Mercier vii).  I agree with this, and this is one of the reasons that Beckett’s work continues to fascinate me.  But this can backfire.  You will recall that Mercier stated that ‘after seeing the first New York production of Endgame, I turned away in disgust from Beckett’s work as a whole’ (Mercier 177).  In the Prologue to Beckett/Beckett, however, this is qualified.  He tells us that ‘it was events in my personal life rather than any distaste for a particular work of his that impelled me to shun Beckett’ (Mercier xiii).  His wife became ill, and was diagnosed with multiple sclerosis.  

It may seem paradoxical [Mercier writes] that this confirmation of Beckett’s gloomy estimate of the human condition should have turned me against his work, but I wrote virtually nothing more in him until after [his wife’s] death … (Mercier xiii).

To me it doesn’t seem paradoxical, but perfectly understandable.  The paralysis and blindness his wife suffered would have seemed mirrored in Endgame, and of far too personal a nature not to have provoked a strong reaction.  Mercier’s reference to the Rorschach test in relation to Beckett’s plays is important (Mercier vii): it does have a greater ability to reach areas of the individual psyche than most forms of drama, and this can be a harrowing experience.  We bring ourselves to the play; to a great extent we create it, and certainly we create what it means to us: this is one of the great strengths of the play.  Beckett is not writing realist drama, but spectators can hardly fail to make connections with their own philosophical views, their own personal lives, and all this entails.  Much as I will continue to contend that the play is doing more than giving us a ‘gloomy estimate of the human condition,’ I do recognize and respect Mercier’s position, along with the numerous responses this play has encouraged - and will continue to encourage.


There is much I haven’t said about performance, in part because so much has been said elsewhere,18 but also because the idea of total comprehensiveness was not my aim, and I would also question its possibility in relation to this particular play.  My aim is to show that the play is dramatic, although it may seem essentially undramatic.  The structure that underlies it is simple, abstract and, for me, theatrically effective.  Part of its power is its simplicity.  The complexity is what the audience brings to it, if they choose.  It is poetry – poetic drama – and as such is not dealing in direct representation or the illusion of the real.  Directors need to allow this poetry to happen; the play should never be closed down; the questions never answered; interpretation should be the province of the audience, and needs to echo the endlessness of the dramatic situation.  It is a bleak play, and can be seen to be challenging the very processes we use to make sense of the world, and finding them lacking.  Some will resist this and seek instead some safer ground where things are shown to make sense, and choose to see the kind of plays that end when they end, rather than continue to grow and question and disturb.  There is no message in Endgame, there is no consoling panacea, but there is something indefinable and also magical going on.  What Endgame does offer is, in Hobson’s words, ‘a magnificent theatrical experience’ (Page 164), impossible to pin down, but endlessly fascinating, which fills me, as it did Hobson, ‘with a profound and sombre and paradoxical joy’ (Page 161).

Julie Campbell

University of Southampton

2004

Notes

1‘The relentless drip, drip, drip of misery is like Chinese water torture.’ (The Times, 19 April 1996) on Endgame dir. Katie Mitchell, first performed at the Donmar Warehouse, London, 11 April 1996.

2London premiere of Waiting for Godot, dir. Peter Hall, first performed at the Arts Theatre Club, London, 3 August 1955.

3Premiere of Fin de partie, dir. Roger Blin, first performed at the Royal Court Theatre, London, 3 April 1957.

4Samuel Beckett, ‘Dante…Bruno.Vico..Joyce’in Cohn 1983.

5American premiere of Endgame, dir. Alan Schneider, first performed at the Cherry Lane Theatre, New York, 28 January 1958.

6Endgame, dir. Michael Warchus, first performed at the Albery Theatre, London, February 2004. 

7Review of Endgame in The Independent, 11 March 2004.

8My colleague, Chris Slater, who has years of experience teaching both drama and film at Southampton University, and is exceedingly knowledgable about both.

9I have been teaching Endgame to first-year students at Southampton University for many years, and their initial responses to the play tend to be very varied, and also enlightening, and my references to first time spectators are largely in relation to their observations and comments.

10‘Beckett’s instructions for the Berlin production of Endgame in 1967, identifying sixteen scenes as the units of the play’s structure:

1. Clov’s mime and first monologue.

2. Hamm’s awakening and his first monologue, and the first dialogue.

3. Nagg and Nell’s dialogue.

4. Hamm-Cov dialogue, with Hamm’s first turn around the room.

5. Clov’s comic business with the ladder and the telescope.

6. Hamm’s questioning of Clov with the burlesque flea scene.

7. Hamm-Clov dialogue with the toy dog scene.

8. Clov’s rebellion, Hamm’s story of the madman, and the alarm-clock scene.

9. Hamm’s story.

10. The prayer ending with Nagg’s curse.

11. Hamm’s story continued.

12. Hamm’s second turn around the room.

13. Hamm-Clov dialogue (farewell).

14. Hamm’s role.

15. Clov’s closing monologue and exit.

16. Hamm’s final monologue.’

From Kennedy, pp. 64-65.

11See Kalb for some useful discussions relating to the distance between Brecht’s theatre and Beckett’s.

12See Chapter 5 of Cohn 1980 for an illuminating discussion of soliloquies in Endgame.

13See Gontaski and Dougald McMillan.

14The Beckett Seminars take place annually at Reading University, organized by the Beckett International Foundation (conveners: Julian A. Garforth and Mark Nixon).

15The Samuel Beckett Working Group meets every two years at the International Federation for Theatre Research Annual Conference (convener: Linda BenZvi).

16This relates to the kind of defensive responses I often encounter in first-year students.

17I will be referring to some of the responses of my first-year students in the following section.

18See Cohn 1980, Gontarski, Kalb, Kennedy and McMillan, to name just a few.
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